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“Hey, from now on, any bastard who says they’re going back to the past dies by my hand. Got it?”


Excerpt from the records of 《Carpe Diem》, humanity’s last volunteer force


* * *


A sky shrouded in darkness by a colossal tower.

Ruined buildings scattered everywhere.

Screams and groans drifting through the air.

Smoke from cannon fire billowing all around.


Then came the silence.


What more was there to explain?

This was, quite literally, a world after the fall.

Perhaps it was already a story you knew well.


Explaining every detail would be a pain, so the timeline below should make it easier to understand.


.

.

2018.

An enormous structure known as the 《Tower of Nightmares》 appeared in the skies above every city in the world, including Seoul...

.

.


Trying to explain it through a timeline proved even more tiresome. Besides, genre novels popular in the early twenty-first century had already churned out plenty of stories like this one. Was there any need to lay out another familiar tale here?


Still, ending it there would be dull, so the story should go on a little longer.

After all, shouldn’t humanity be allowed at least a few excuses for ending up like this?


It all began with the tower, as everyone knew.


In 2018, an enormous structure called the 《Tower of Nightmares》 appeared above peaceful cities.

The tower itself said nothing, yet humanity began babbling about doomsdays as though it had been waiting for this. Apocalypses, catastrophes, all that sort of thing.


Then one day, the tower called for humanity.


It was said to be a strangely specific and unrealistic message: “If you wish to prevent humanity’s destruction, answer the tower’s summons.”


Surprisingly, hundreds of thousands of people answered it.


Tower Walkers.

Or simply, Walkers.


They received the tower’s “message,” answered its summons, and gained the power and qualifications to face its trials.


It was an encouraging development.


Not even one in ten thousand people became a Walker, but wasn’t it still remarkable? So many people had stepped forward for humanity’s sake.


Of course, considering the rewards that leaked out of the 《Tower of Nightmares》, not every one of them had entered with such noble intentions.


In any case, the people called into the tower’s battlefield received the System’s blessing. Like players in a game, they obtained items and skills, then used them to conquer the 《Tower of Nightmares》 from within.


Humanity was not proactive at first.


No one knew what dangers lay inside the tower, nor what exactly it meant by “humanity’s destruction.”


Then the First Tower Impact occurred.


Monsters released from the tower slaughtered the people aboveground, wiping out a third of the world’s population.


Explaining what happened after that would only be tedious.

It was a familiar story of Walkers carrying humanity on their backs as they climbed the tower and continued their conquest.


Of course, this familiar story did not end there.


.

.

2023.

Discovery of the past-life item, 「Stone of Regression」.

.

.


The Stone of Regression.


It was the sort of name that made its purpose obvious at a glance.

By then, everyone understood what kind of story this was.


That was right. It was that story everyone knew well.


When the world was about to be completely destroyed, a lucky protagonist discovered an item. They thought, “Screw it,” used the item, and found themselves back in the past.


A story that belonged only in novels became reality through the 「Stone of Regression」, discovered in 2023.


There was just one problem.


“Damn it, if it’s come to this, I’m regressing!”

“Yeah, this life is ruined anyway!”

“Me too!”

“Fuck, me too!”


Too many people went back.


Jaehwan watched people turn into clusters of light and rise into the air.


“There goes another one.”

“...”

“That should be the last of them, right?”

“I think so.”


Yoonhwan, who had been watching beside him, answered.

They leaned against the wall on the ninety-eighth floor, watching the lights pierce the sky and drift away.


The retreating lights were beautiful, like shooting stars.


Lights vanishing with hope for a new life.

They would forget every ruined day and return to the past, where a life with a guaranteed future awaited them.


A life that knew everything. A safe life.

An easy life gained by stealing someone else’s future.


“Must be nice.”

“Nice, my ass.”


Jaehwan did not entirely fail to understand the people who wanted to return to the past.

They all must have had their own grievances.

They all wanted to become the protagonist of this world.


Still, Jaehwan wondered whether those departing protagonists had ever thought, even once, about the world they left behind.


Or the fate of those who still had to live in that abandoned world.


Ten years had already passed since the Stone of Regression was discovered in the tower.

Most of the surviving Walkers had gone back to the past. From thousands to tens of thousands of them had abandoned the present and chosen the past.


The 「Stone of Regression」 was the reward for conquering the seventy-seventh floor.


A massive stone blocked the entire entrance to the seventy-eighth floor. Everyone only realized it was an item while they worked together to smash it apart.


The item description for the Stone of Regression was as follows.


+


[Item Information]


Name: Stone of Regression

Grade: Legendary

Description: Turns back time, sending the user to the period shortly after they were summoned to the tower. The user’s current memories remain completely intact. It can be divided for use.


+


At first, no one believed it. An item that could send someone back to the past? The tower’s items might have surpassed common sense, but surely no such item could exist.


Others wavered.


Every Walker had experienced a realm beyond humanity through the incredible items and skills offered by the tower.

Yet most had also taken the second-best, or least-worst, path in exchange for the skills and items they wanted.


The temptation was overwhelming.


What if they could begin all over again while knowing the entire future?


“It says it can be divided for use... With something this large, a great many people could use it.”


The first person to use the 「Stone of Regression」 was Hwang Inchan, also known as Sword Panic, the Representative of the advance force 《Blade Walker》.


“It could be a lie, so I’ll use it first and let everyone know.”


Those were Sword Panic’s last words.


Jaehwan had been there at the time.


They were all fools.


Why had no one realized it made no sense? Saying he would go to the past first and let them know was no different from saying, “I’ll die first and tell you what death is like.”


No one knew what happened to a person who went to the past.

Just as no one returned after experiencing death.


After Hwang Inchan disappeared, chaos broke out.


“Is it real? Did he really go to the past?” Some questioned it. Others seized the opportunity to secretly slip pieces of the broken 「Stone of Regression」 into their inventories.


Hwang Inchan never returned.


Then people began to wonder.


Why had Hwang Inchan, who returned to the past, not appeared in this world again? Why had nothing in this world changed?


Sakamoto answered those questions. He was the advance force’s only Japanese member and had once been a middle school science teacher.


“Perhaps this is only natural.”


Sakamoto explained the situation using several scientific theories, including multiverse theory and parallel universe theory. According to the most prominent theory, the current situation was one where “the universe’s time branches had split.”


In short, the moment Hwang Inchan vanished into the past, our world and Hwang Inchan’s world had completely separated.


“The worldline Hwang Inchan entered in the past has split from our worldline. We can no longer meet him again.”


The advance force knew fuck-all about science, so they could not fully understand what he meant.


One thing was clear, though.


Hwang Inchan going to the past did not change this world.


“Japanese teacher, could Hwang Inchan have gone somewhere other than the past?”

“Look at the stone’s description. It says it sends the user to the past, doesn’t it? As far as I know, the tower’s items have never lied, not even once.”


A few people nodded at that.


“I believe this stone will send us all to Earth in different worldlines. Of course, this is only a hypothesis, so we cannot rule out the possibility that everyone who uses the stone will arrive in the same time branch. The tower’s items surpass our common sense, after all.”


By the time they came to their senses, more than half the advance force had used the 「Stone of Regression」 and left for the past.


As members of the advance force, they were all greedy. If they landed in the same time branch, those who went back would compete with one another. The later they went, the more they would lose. No one wanted to be at a disadvantage.


From then on, humanity could not stop talking about regressing to the past.


Regression here, regression there.

All anyone thought about was what they would do once they returned.


Some worried they would lose out if they went too late. Others claimed it would be more profitable to return after the advance force had conquered a few more floors.


Some quickly secured pieces of the 「Stone of Regression」 and sold them to Walkers on lower floors. Others even compiled every event since the tower opened into booklets and sold them.


Amid all that, two Tower Impacts occurred in succession.


Tower Impacts were great disasters where the tower went berserk and poured monsters aboveground. Rumors spread that every aboveground being who was not a Walker had been nearly wiped out by them.


The remaining Walkers had two choices.


Pay any price to obtain a 「Stone of Regression」 and go to the past, or remain here and die.


Jaehwan chose neither.


“...Please, stop leaving already. What the hell are you going to do with this world if every last one of you goes to the past?”


Undeterred by the collapse of 《Blade Walker》, the strongest advance force, Jaehwan and a few Companions continued upward.


He was stopped once on the eighty-fifth floor, which they reached after countless hardships.

Most of the Companions who had barely held on died. Resignation settled in people’s eyes. They could go no farther.


Jaehwan persuaded and encouraged the later arrivals climbing from the first floor one by one, training an elite force. He chose only those who would not be tempted by the 「Stone of Regression」 and would protect this world.


That was how humanity’s last volunteer force, 《Carpe Diem》, was formed.


The final advance force was made up of Walkers who chose to remain in the present rather than go to the past, determined to protect this present.


Jaehwan led them through the accursed eighty-fifth floor.

They climbed and climbed again.


Sometimes people died. Sometimes people happened to find fragments of the 「Stone of Regression」 and left for the past.


Even so, Jaehwan kept climbing.


Now they were on the ninety-eighth floor.


Jaehwan resented the Walkers who had gone to the past.

If only half of them had not left. No, if only the advance force had stayed, the world would not have become like this.


Humanity had endured for a long time.

Many people died, were injured, and fell ill, but they could still have overcome it.


Now, it was impossible.


Only two members of 《Carpe Diem》 remained.

Even so, Jaehwan did not give up.


“Let’s go, Yoonhwan.”


As far as they knew, the tower ended at the hundredth floor.

Only two floors remained.


If they conquered those two floors, this hellish time would end.

Humanity would be freed.

This world could begin again.


Jaehwan believed that.


No, he had believed it.


“Yoonhwan?”


There was no answer.


“Kim Yoonhwan.”


One of the last members of humanity’s volunteer force, and the one who remained with Jaehwan.

Kim Yoonhwan, the Smile Knight.


His Companions gave him that nickname because he always wore a smile, no matter what happened.


Yet, for some reason, the Smile Knight was not smiling.


“Don’t tell me...”


Where had that stone come from?


Jaehwan looked at the small fragment clutched in Yoonhwan’s hand and asked, “You... Don’t tell me you’re thinking of regressing?”


He could not believe it.


Yoonhwan silently lowered his head. Jaehwan glared at him as though he might attack at any moment, then abruptly turned his back.


“Go.”

“I’m sorry, Jaehwan.”

“Get lost, before I change my mind.”


Jaehwan walked alone toward the door to the ninety-ninth floor.

Yoonhwan watched his back.


It was a back he had always been able to trust and follow.


The door to the ninety-ninth floor slowly opened. When Jaehwan had passed halfway through it, Yoonhwan staggered and leaned against a pillar of the tower.


His breathing grew ragged.


Blood flowed through the folds of his disheveled cape. A small hole had pierced Yoonhwan’s chest. It was the work of the demonic beast Giltikas, the boss of the ninety-eighth floor.


It was not an injury that could be managed with a potion. Only a priest of a rare class could heal it, but priests had vanished from this world long ago.


His closest friend must have seen it at once.


The stone in his hand was not a 「Stone of Regression」. It was only an ordinary pebble.


Yoonhwan gripped the ordinary stone tightly. His wrist trembled, and he felt its cold, harsh texture. It was a sensation that could only be felt in this world.


Jaehwan had taught him this.


He had taught him about this utterly insignificant stone. About holding tight to this shabby life, made worthless by countless people who returned to the past without hesitation, and refusing to let go.


It was a very difficult thing to do.


Yoonhwan turned toward the outside of the tower.


“I’m so glad you’re in this world, Jaehwan.”


The moment his tilting body fell beneath the tower, Jaehwan, who had been opening the entrance to the ninety-ninth floor, stopped.


He raised his right hand and silently wiped his face. He steadied his breathing and listened to the sound of something breaking apart.


But he never looked back.


Alone, he stepped onto the ninety-ninth floor.


His world had not ended yet.
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Thirty years had passed. It was an eternity.


Jaehwan had spent those thirty years alone on the ninety-ninth floor.


How many times had he nearly died?


Even though he had faced life-or-death crises hundreds of times while climbing from the first floor to the ninety-ninth, he had nearly died more often on the ninety-ninth than on all the other floors combined.


The boss of the ninety-ninth floor, Ice Dragon Velkisus.


The breath of this dragon, said to have come from the Forgotten Land, was difficult to endure even with Jaehwan's cold resistance raised to its limit.


That was not all.


Its hard scales had shattered Jaehwan's sword and crushed his armor countless times. Had it not been for the equipment other Walkers had left behind, he might have given up long ago.


The True Dragon Sword he had obtained on the eighty-fifth floor was especially useful.


So was the Ice Demon Armor Yoonhwan had left behind.


And the Fire King's Bracelet Seoyul had given him before she died.


Han Seoyul.


Jaehwan thought of her name for the first time in a long while. Seoyul had died before reaching the seventy-seventh floor.


* * *


"Are you going to challenge it again, Jaehwan?"


Jay, Atopos's blacksmith, asked him.


Atopos was the village established after the monstrous dragon Alteminas, the fiftieth-floor boss, had been slain.


Back when Atopos was just beginning to take root, humanity had still been all right. Walkers from the front lines were carried down every day, dead or wounded, but people had not let go of hope.


The priests had organized emergency rescue teams that went out to save raid parties rendered unable to fight. Blacksmiths at workshops even repaired the equipment of raid parties fighting for humanity free of charge.


〈Jay's Workshop〉, run by Old Man Jay, had boasted the finest craftsmanship among those workshops.


Now, Jay was the last blacksmith left in Atopos.


"Jaehwan?"

"Oh, right. Sorry. What did you say?"

"I asked whether you were going to challenge it again."


Jaehwan stared at Jay's graying beard for a moment, then nodded.


"I have to. I think I can really clear it this time."

"Really? Are you sure?"

"Yeah. No doubt about it."


It was a lie. There was no way he could know. He had no idea how long it would take, or whether he could clear it at all.


Still, he had to say it. After all, he had always thought it was impossible.


A faint smile appeared on Jay's lips.


Jay was a foreigner.


After entering the tower, native languages had lost all meaning, and everyone used the tower's common language. Yet even after language was unified, the sense of distance between cultures remained widespread. Still, Jaehwan did not see Jay as a stranger.


As he hammered the True Dragon Sword Jaehwan had entrusted to him, Jay spoke casually.


"Lately, supplies have stopped coming up from the lower floors. There was still a little mineral supply a few months ago, though it was scarce."


Jaehwan nodded.


A week ago, he had searched every floor from the first to the ninety-ninth.


There had been no living people.


He had also waited around the summoning ground on the first floor for about a week, but no additional people had been summoned to climb the tower. It likely meant that humanity aboveground had gone extinct.


It made sense.


Jaehwan did not know what year it was anymore. Messages had announced multiple Tower Impacts. It would have been stranger if any humans had survived.


In return, Jaehwan had found a clue that seemed to be a Hidden Piece.


On the passage from the seventy-seventh floor to the seventy-eighth, which the Stone of Regression had once blocked, someone had left the following graffiti.


A tower within the tower, a nightmare within the nightmare.


Jaehwan had no idea what it meant.


Then again, there were countless things in this tower that he did not know.


"The old woman from 〈Hiren Potion〉 disappeared the day before yesterday."

"Ah, Hiren..."


Hiren of 〈Hiren Potion〉 had been one of the last support-type Walkers left in Atopos with Jay of 〈Jay's Workshop〉. She was the woman who had first taught Jaehwan how to make potions.


Those who entered the tower did not age, so if they disappeared, there were only two possibilities.


They had gone to the past, or they had jumped down from the tower.


Jaehwan wondered which one Hiren had chosen. Thinking about it, though, either choice was the same.


He looked into old Jay's eyes. It was not hard to read the emotions cast beneath their shadows. Perhaps there would not be many more days when he could see Jay either.


"Jay, will you teach me the Blacksmith Skill?"


The sound of hammering stopped for a moment. Their gazes met in the empty air.


How much time passed?


Jay gave a tiny nod. Jaehwan nodded back.


A moment later, Jay resumed hammering.


* * *


Back on the ninety-ninth floor.


Ice Dragon Velkisus looked at the human who had come again and spoke in an admiring voice.


"You are an extraordinary human. Since this tower was created, not once has a human challenged the ninety-ninth floor alone."


Jaehwan gave a dry laugh. It was ridiculous. The last being to acknowledge him was not another human, but that monster.


"What a shame it'll be when I kill you."

"Unfortunately, that is impossible, human."

"I wouldn't be so sure. Cracks have started appearing in those scales you brag about."


The ice dragon let out a rough growl. Jaehwan's sword pointed toward its body.


It was a simple basic attack.


Stab.


"That attack again."

"Sadly, it's the only thing I know how to do."


Jaehwan had begun climbing the tower later than most people. Because of that, he had repeatedly missed his chances to acquire Hidden Skills and Hidden Classes.


So, he had cleanly abandoned every other skill and focused on Stab alone.


Stabbing, stabbing, and stabbing again.


After stabbing enemies around fifty million times, people had started calling him Jaehwan of the Tenacious Stab.


That was when he felt his Stab changing.


Faster, and more precise.


His Stab had become stronger.


Sixty million times, seventy million times, then one hundred million times.


As a result, Jaehwan's basic attack, Stab, had gained attack power comparable to most Hidden Skills.


Since it was not a skill, it did not consume spiritual power. No matter how many times he used it, he did not tire.


Even so, Jaehwan's Stab was not enough to deal with the ice dragon on the ninety-ninth floor. He had to stab a single scale dozens, even hundreds of times just to leave a scratch.


Yet sometimes, a single Stab could inflict a fatal wound.


Ah, there it is again.


Jaehwan's eyes clouded over, and his Stab began to carry a strange force. It was neither fast nor slow, yet impossible to evade.


The ice dragon cried out in pain.


When had it begun?


Once every million, or perhaps every ten million stabs, a faint line appeared before Jaehwan as he repeated the attack.


Unconsciously, he followed that line.


If he successfully traced it to the end, Jaehwan could inflict damage hundreds, even thousands of times greater than an ordinary Stab.


It still wasn't enough this time.


The breath gathered in the ice dragon's maw filled the tower. For Jaehwan, whose body was already in tatters, it was a lethal blow. His Constitution raced toward zero.


Jaehwan threw himself aside with all his strength to evade the breath.


"What a pity, human. If there had been just ten more humans like you, you might have defeated even me."

"Shut up."

"If your ignorant kin had not been blinded by the Dream Demon Stone, the fate of your race would have been completely changed."

"Dream Demon Stone? What are you talking about?"


The ice dragon did not answer. Its enormous claw flew toward him.


"...I'm coming back."


Jaehwan retreated with a backstep.


The ice dragon did not pursue him.


* * *


Another year passed, then another.


The ice dragon, which had seemed as though he could kill it at any moment, did not fall for a long time. Beneath each cracked scale lay another scale. Thoughts of giving up often crossed his mind.


"...It would have been a disaster if I hadn't learned potion-making from Hiren."


He had thought only idiots talked to themselves, but before he knew it, he had begun doing it more often.


As he walked the paths he had once hunted with his Companions decades ago, Jaehwan often thought of them.


One day, Yoonhwan had asked him a question.


"Have you ever thought about how long we'll have to stay in this tower?"


Yoonhwan had continued as he looked out over the fiftieth-floor village filled with people.


"Sometimes, the time we lived in Seoul feels like a lie. Maybe life in this tower will become our real life."

"Do you really think we'll be here that long?"

"Who knows."


Yoonhwan, who had said those words, was gone now.


Jaehwan also thought of the Companions who had returned to the past.


Was Sword Panic still growing out his beard? Was Sakamoto still lecturing people on his stubborn scientific theories?


He did not know. Because he could know nothing, the only thing Jaehwan could do was climb higher.


"Here's the equipment you left with me."

"Thanks. I'll be back."


Had Jay not endured for so long, Jaehwan might have gone mad long ago.


One year, then two.


Feeling time pass in silence, Jaehwan sometimes spoke with Jay.


"I can barely remember my hometown."

"Where's your hometown?"

"Florida."

"Mine's Seoul."


As they exchanged petty conversations, Jaehwan learned Jay's Blacksmithing techniques. He reviewed the recipes Hiren had left behind and studied, then studied again, the legacies left by humanity besides himself.


"You're as skilled as Hiren now."

"I'm still far from that."

"You need to hone your blacksmithing a little more."

"Don't die until I'm better than you, Jay."


As he adjusted the tempering, Jaehwan made a joke.


There was a single blemish on the smooth blade's surface. Other than that mark, Jaehwan's craftsmanship was already as good as Jay's.


Looking at the sword Jaehwan had reforged, Jay gave him his usual unreadable smile.


As his Stab reached a certain level, Jaehwan greatly increased his daily training time.


Stabbing, stabbing, and stabbing again.


Except when he learned the potion recipes Hiren had left behind or studied the Blacksmith Skill under Jay, Jaehwan trained Stab all day. It was too late to learn other skills, so Stab was all he did.


One year, two years, three years.


Time piled up, layer upon layer, on Jaehwan's dark shoulders. As he became able to repair his own equipment, the days when he saw Jay gradually grew fewer.


He repeated Stab, challenged the ninety-ninth floor, then repeated Stab again. Sometimes old emotions swept over him, or doubt seized his mind.


What meaning could any of this have?


After all humanity had disappeared, what meaning was there in him alone seeing the tower's final floor?


Jaehwan thought about it.


There was meaning. Even in a world everyone had abandoned and left behind, meaning remained. Because he was still here, remembering the time that had passed.


Because he was still here, repeating his Stab toward the world.


By the time even Jaehwan no longer knew whether he was stabbing at the ice dragon, the dragon, the resentment of the past, or himself...


He heard something enormous collapse before him.
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[The legend returns! You have successfully hunted ‘Ice Dragon King Velkisus’ alone!]

[You have achieved the ‘impossible alone’ achievement.]

[New title! You have acquired ‘Nightmare of the 99th Floor’.]

[You have acquired the item 「Ice Dragon Sword」.]

[Your level has reached its limit.]

[Your Constitution has reached its limit.]

[Your Combat Power has reached its limit.]

[Your Agility has reached its limit.]


It did not feel real to Jaehwan.


The enormous body of that mighty ice dragon lay collapsed before him.


“I acknowledge you. You truly are remarkable.”


Watching the ice dragon scatter into the air, Jaehwan unconsciously reached out.


“Wait. Hold on!”


Ice Dragon Velkisus, whose pupils were gradually clouding over, looked back at Jaehwan one last time. Jaehwan opened and closed his mouth several times. He wanted to say something, anything. By now, he had spent more of his life with that monster than with humans.


After hesitating for who knew how long, Jaehwan finally forced out the words.


“Answer me. What exactly is the Dream Demon Stone?”


At that, the ice dragon, more than half of its body already broken apart, smiled. As though it remembered the time they had spent together. Or perhaps as though it pitied him.


“You seem curious about the humans who disappeared into the past.”

“Did they really go to this world’s past?”

“You already know the answer. You will learn everything on the final floor.”


The ice dragon said nothing more.


Jaehwan waited until its body had become silver dust and completely vanished, then rose to his feet.


The entrance to the final floor stood before him.


Defeating the ice dragon had been this difficult. He could not even imagine what terrifying creature would await him on the final floor.


Still, Jaehwan did not stop.


《100》


Jaehwan checked the number written on the door. He brushed the dust from it with his hand. Every memory from the decades he had spent in the tower flashed through his mind.


‘Jay will definitely be happy when Jay hears about this.’


Jay’s bright smile was vivid before his eyes.


Jaehwan threw open the door to the hundredth floor.


* * *


The tower’s hundredth floor reminded Jaehwan of an advanced command center he had once seen in a disaster movie.


More precisely, it was dozens, perhaps hundreds of times larger than one. Tens of thousands of holographic panels shifted through different screens, showing every corner of the tower. One of them displayed Jaehwan himself.


He looked dumbfounded.


“Oh my, you’re here already. I thought you would naturally go visit the village first.”


Jaehwan tensely surveyed his surroundings, but he could sense no presence.


“Ah, don’t be so tense. I forgot to send an important message, so just wait there for a moment. It looks impressive on the outside, but it is actually an antique, so it can be quite troublesome.”


A moment later, a screen appeared before him.


[Congratulations. You are the first person in World 294 to clear every Tutorial Game.]

[Your remarkable achievement will be recorded in the immortal library, ‘Akashic Records,’ and this record will be permanently preserved for viewing only by the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 and the gods.]


Confusion swept through Jaehwan’s mind.


What was this supposed to mean?


A Tutorial Game?


Everything he had done until now had been a Tutorial Game?


A figure emerged from between the holographic panels floating in the air.


“Whew, it’s finally over... Huh?”


The figure stopped as its eyes met Jaehwan’s.


“Wow! I finally get to see you in person!”


The figure fussing so excitedly had a human body dressed in a suit, but the head of a lion. And what was with the top hat perched on that lion’s head?


The lion-headed creature spoke.


“Surprise! I was truly shocked, you know. Reaching the hundredth floor of the Tutorial alone is something that has never happened before!”

“...What kind of joke is this?”

“Kuh, that sharp tone. You truly are worthy of being the one who has captured the attention of the Lords of the 《Great Realm》!”

“What are you?”

“Ah, introductions first.”


The lion head removed the tiny top hat resting amid its mane and gave a formal bow.


“I am the demon Beastrein, master of the 《Tower of Nightmares》 you just cleared and the Game Master of World 294’s Tutorial Game.”


A game. A Tutorial Game, at that.


He had not misheard.


This entire situation, in which humanity had gone extinct, was a game.


For an instant, Jaehwan’s gaze grew unfocused. Every emotion within him raged. The self trying to accept this reality fought against the emotions that had broken free beyond his control.


How much time passed like that?


Jaehwan’s eyes returned to normal. No, they became colder and more rational than before.


“Oh? You recovered quickly.”


Jaehwan stared at Beastrein expressionlessly.


If he could not overcome even this much shock, he would never have made it here alone.


“Does this being a Tutorial mean there is a Main Game?”

“Kuh, you understand quickly too. How unusual. Those who make it here by luck are usually out of their minds and draw their swords right away.”

“What is this Main Game?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. The Main Game.”


Beastrein’s lion head let out a bizarre laugh.


With a snap of its fingers, the holographic panels all displayed different scenes at once.


〈Tower 1st Floor〉


Jaehwan stood amid a crowd of murmuring people.


“What is this? It really feels like a game.”


It was when Jaehwan had first been summoned into the game.


〈Tower 7th Floor〉


Three people stood together in a party. Someone spoke.


“My name is Yoonhwan. The one beside me is Seoyul.”


It was when he had first met Yoonhwan and Seoyul.


〈Tower 32nd Floor〉


Jaehwan emerged after a month of surviving the trial of the Shadow Cave, filthy and disheveled.


It was when his Stab had first grown.


〈Tower 54th Floor〉


Jaehwan, surrounded by people.


“Hello, my name is Jaehwan. I’m from Seoul, South Korea, and my class is Swordsman.”


It was when he joined the strongest advance force, 《Blade Walker》.


〈Tower 66th Floor〉


While fighting the boss monster Succubus, Jaehwan suddenly glanced at a woman beside him.


How could he ever forget?


It was when he found someone he loved.


〈Tower 76th Floor〉


In the middle of a pile of undead bones, Jaehwan screamed while holding a woman against his chest.


It was when he lost Seoyul to a Death Knight’s attack.


〈Tower 77th Floor〉


People scattered away as motes of light.


Overwhelming rage.


It was when the 「Stone of Regression」 was discovered and 《Blade Walker》 disbanded.


〈Tower 85th Floor〉


The cheers of those who had cleared the Demonic Floor.


It was when the final volunteer force, 《Carpe Diem》, was formed.


.


.


〈Tower 98th Floor〉


The demonic beast Giltikas.


...


It was when he lost Yoonhwan and was left alone.


〈Tower 99th Floor〉


It was when he had hunted the ice dragon alone, just recently.


Jaehwan blankly watched the screens.


Everything he had done and said until now had been recorded here. Beastrein clapped.


“It was quite the drama, spanning more than thirty years. I enjoyed having you here immensely. When you repeat the same routine every day in a place like this, you begin to crave a story like yours. I would not be surprised if the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 wept their eyes out while watching your exploits.”


The Great Realm. Lords. They were all things he had never heard of.


Jaehwan hid his anger as he spoke.


“What is it you want to say?”

“It is simple. You can play all these games again.”


Beastrein continued.


“With every memory you made here intact. It is a special privilege granted only to someone like you, who has cleared the Tutorial Game. Haha, isn’t it an incredible benefit? In your world, it would be the kind of thing found only in fantasy novels. An absolute being who starts over from the beginning while retaining all their memories! What do you think? Aren’t you already looking forward to it?”


Jaehwan was stunned.


It called this a reward.


Had the tower’s final reward not been humanity’s salvation?


No, when he thought about it, had the Tower of Nightmares ever said such a thing?


It had not.


The tower had never said a word about a final reward.


That had only been humanity’s hope.


People had assumed that, just as in countless stories, clearing the tower would free humanity from its terror or grant a fitting reward.


Out of nowhere, humanity had been given a goal, and all it could do was try to conquer it.


Now, the reward for that conquest stood before Jaehwan.


A reward granted to Jaehwan alone.


“Are you telling me to repeat everything I have done until now?”

“Well, something like that! There will be a few differences, of course.”


Jaehwan could not understand the words coming from that beast’s mouth.


He had fought until now to protect this world. To protect the world everyone else had abandoned.


To never give up on this world, no matter what happened.


That was the pride that had allowed him to remain human in this horrible tower.


Yet the reward for clearing the entire tower was to give up on this world.


“In other words, you are telling me that you will send me back to the past.”


Jaehwan’s voice was freezing over.


“You should know this already. I will not go to the past.”


Yet Beastrein made a strange expression.


“The past? You mean the past?”

“Yes.”


Mad laughter burst from the lion’s mouth.


“What is so funny?”

“Hahahaha! Come to think of it, that is right. You are the sort of human who would never return to the past. If you had, you could not have made it this far. Ahahaha!”


Beastrein continued laughing for quite some time. Then, as though by magic, it abruptly stopped.


“Let me tell you one clear and cruel fact.”


It began speaking in a chilling, mechanical voice.


“There is no way to return to the past with any item in this tower. Even in the outer world, the 《Great Realm》, there is no item capable of doing so.”
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Jaehwan's mouth fell open.


"What are you talking about? There should already be an item in this tower that can send someone back to the past..."


A chill ran through his chest.


Beastrein had said there was no way to return to the past here.


Beastrein had also said Jaehwan could start everything over from the beginning.


It was a contradiction.


Yet Jaehwan knew of one way to reconcile it.


The 66th floor of the tower.


There, Jaehwan had once faced a low-grade succubus, an inferior version of a dream demon.


The advance force had spent an enormous amount of time conquering the 66th floor.


The succubus had created a highly sophisticated world of illusions. The weaker someone's mental energy, the more easily they crumbled before its illusions.


The 66th floor was a place that turned humans into beasts.


Walkers trapped in the succubus's illusions brutally violated and killed one another.


Jaehwan also knew dream demons' abilities well.


He had nearly fallen victim to the succubus's illusion himself.


"The Dream Demon Stone."


At Jaehwan's words, Beastrein narrowed his eyes.


"How do you know about that item? That isn't information you could obtain inside the tower."


"The Ice Dragon told me."


"My, my. This is truly troublesome. You weren't supposed to know that yet."


Beastrein muttered under his breath.


"...This is why AI algorithms need to be designed properly. You mindlessly churn out monsters, and variables like this crop up. Damn those Creator bastards."


Watching Beastrein mumble to himself, Jaehwan spoke.


"So the people who used the Stone of Regression didn't go to the past."


Beastrein considered something for a moment, then spoke with a resolute expression.


"Well, you are the first Walker to clear this tower alone, so I suppose you have the right to know. Yes. You're correct."


Beastrein snapped his fingers again, and all the holographic panels changed at once.


"The item you found on the 77th floor wasn't the Stone of Regression. It was the Dream Demon Stone, an extremely special item that traps whoever uses it in a dream created by a dream demon, leaving them unable to escape."


Countless Walkers appeared in the holographic panels floating in the air.


Sword Panic Hwang Inchan, Sakamoto the science teacher...


Everyone who was said to have gone back to the past was there. Trapped in a dream demon's dream, they were enjoying luxurious lives, intoxicated by an endless dream.


Beastrein seemed amused by the sight.


"But I didn't lie. In a sense, they really did return to the past."


Jaehwan silently watched the screens.


In a sense, Beastrein was right.


Everyone there had given up on the present and returned to the past. They had easily severed their ties with others. They disregarded "the world others see" and valued only "the world they see."


For them, returning to the past might not have been so different from dreaming a dream demon's dream.


"Hehe. Even now, the humans of World 294 are truly strange. Up until the 77th floor, you were incredible. Countless Worlds challenged this tower, but no one had conquered it with results as exceptional as yours. It was as if you had been preparing for this kind of game for a very long time."


That was true.


At least, it had been until the 77th floor.


"I even thought that if the game continued like this, the tutorial game might become too easy. You could say this was the greatest crisis since the 《Tower of Nightmares》 was created. But you never know a story until you've seen it through to the end."


The holographic screens all showed humans using the Stone of Regression. Humans turning into motes of light and flying off somewhere. Those who had willingly become slaves to time.


"You may be the only species so obsessed with returning to the past."


A species obsessed only with regrets of the past.


Those words pierced deep into Jaehwan's chest. He watched the footage of people vanishing into motes of light. It was a sight he had seen over and over again.


Then something flashed through Jaehwan's mind.


"Well, that should have answered most of your questions, so let's get to the point..."


Jaehwan cut Beastrein off.


"You intend to make me start the game again."


"Haha, have your ears finally started working?"


"Without sending me back to the past, of course."


"That's right. The method is..."


Jaehwan nodded.


"Yes. Thanks to you, I know what this tower really is."


"Pardon?"


Jaehwan had wondered about it for a long time.


The enormous tower that had appeared one day, piercing the sky.


Then the mysterious message that followed.


[Congratulations! By the will of the 《Tower of Nightmares》, you have been chosen as a Tower Walker who will save this world. Will you answer the summons?]

[Yes / No]


He had answered the summons then.


That was why he was here.


Jaehwan walked over to the tower's inner wall and placed his hand against it. He could clearly feel the cold stone beneath his palm.


By now, he had spent longer inside this tower than he had on Earth. Yet throughout all those long years, he had never recognized something this massive as an "item."


It was time to change that perception.


Jaehwan closed his eyes and focused on the tower. He imagined it. Everything about the tower he had climbed for so long.


How long had he remained like that?


His head throbbed, and it felt as though something inside him had cracked apart. Then the item's name appeared before his eyes.


+


[Item Information]


Name: Tower of Nightmares - Tutorial Mode

Description: Tentatively named "Fortress of Regret." The second creation of Mulack, a dream demon and maker of nightmares. It draws those who answer the tower's summons into a dream of a dream demon.


+


"This tower was a giant Dream Demon Stone," Jaehwan said.


"I was already inside the tower-made dream of a dream demon. Ever since that moment long ago, when I agreed to the tower's offer and was summoned."


Silence fell.


Beastrein lowered his head, hiding his face. After a moment, Beastrein's body trembled as if sobbing, then Beastrein threw back their head.


"Haha, hahahahaha! Ahahahahahaha!"


Beastrein laughed as if he would bring the tower down. Yet something like strange fury could now be felt in that laughter.


"This is incredible. You keep surprising me."


Beastrein snapped his fingers, and the holographic panels changed again. The panels, which had shown only what happened inside the tower, now displayed the scene outside it.


Jaehwan stood dumbfounded.


Earth was still intact. The cities, the people. He had believed they must have been wiped out by the Tower Impact, but the world was safe.


"As you can see, your companions aren't dead. It would be a problem if they died so easily before the Main Game even began, wouldn't it?"


Beastrein continued.


"Hehe. Isn't it surprising that no one died? I thought it would be good news for people like you, who have unique groups called 'family' or 'friends.'"


Those who appeared to be Walkers were all being cared for in an enormous medical facility. It seemed the government had taken action.


Among the patients lying in beds was Jaehwan himself.


Unbelievably, he wore a very peaceful expression.


Though decades had passed here, Jaehwan's face on Earth had not aged at all.


"Though decades have passed here, only a little over a month has passed in your world's time."


Jaehwan had little trouble accepting that.


This was a dream of a dream demon. Even if hundreds of years passed here, only an instant would pass outside.


Of course, Jaehwan knew that was only true if he trusted the holographic panels shown by the demon Beastrein.


Jaehwan had no power to discern the truth.


He did not know how much of Beastrein's words were true and how much were lies. Besides, Beastrein had already deceived humans once.


All the panels went dark at once.


"It seems we've spent more time than expected. In any case, you understand well enough now that my offer won't cost you anything, right? You aren't returning to the past. You're simply starting the game again."


Looking refreshed, Beastrein entered something into the air.


"Whew. I've enjoyed this time with you."


Something appeared in Jaehwan's vision.


[The Game Master intends to completely end the tutorial game. You may return to your hometown, World 294, and participate in the Main Game without losing any memories. Will you accept this offer?]

[Yes / No]


Jaehwan stared at the screen for a moment, then made his choice.


[You have declined the offer.]
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"...What is it?"


Beastrein's leonine brows twitched sharply.


"Ah, I see. Just leaving with your memories would be too stingy a reward, is that it?"


Beastrein tapped one temple and smiled pleasantly.


"Fine. You deserve that much. What do you want? A hidden item? A hidden skill? Or information about a hidden class?"


"I don't want anything."


"Then why..."


For the first time, confusion filled Beastrein's face.


"I'll hunt you down and go to the next floor."


Beastrein's expression stiffened awkwardly.


"The next floor... You mean the next floor? There is no such thing. This is the end of the tower. Why would you think there is another floor?"


"Because I've decided not to believe anything you say."


"Haah, you really can't trust me? Even after I've shown you so much proof..."


Beastrein looked tired.


"It's no use. You can never defeat me. The gap between someone who has only cleared the Tutorial Game and me is as vast as the gap between a human and a dragon."


Jaehwan gripped the True Dragon Sword he had obtained on the 85th floor and the Ice Dragon Sword he had obtained on the 99th floor, one in each hand.


"Then that gap is hardly anything at all."


* * *


Seventy-two times.


Over four months, Jaehwan had challenged Beastrein seventy-two times, yet he had failed to leave even a single scratch. Every time the battle ended, he returned almost crippled.


For some reason, Beastrein never killed him.


Jaehwan used every ability he had gained while climbing to the tower's 100th floor. He tried every method he could think of.


None of it worked. He could not even touch Beastrein.


Jaehwan took out the potion remaining in 〈Hiren Potion〉 and slathered it over his wounds. Then he soaked himself in the holy water remaining in the temple warehouse. His fatigue quickly faded.


After that, he visited 〈Jay's Workshop〉.


"Jay, I'm here."


No one answered.


When Jaehwan returned to Atopos on the 50th floor after his first defeat at Beastrein's hands, 〈Jay's Workshop〉 had already been empty.


He had learned the Blacksmith Skill from Jay bit by bit in preparation for a day like this. Still, now that the day had truly come, it did not feel real.


The neatly maintained tools. The spare equipment made specifically for Jaehwan, enough to last him several more decades.


Jaehwan stared for a long time at the hammer Jay had loved to swing.


The last Companion in the workshop had left.


Now, he was truly alone.


Jaehwan picked up Jay's hammer.


* * *


On the tower's 100th floor, Beastrein watched Jaehwan hammering away through a holographic panel while chewing on a thumbnail.


Beastrein had never faced a situation this troublesome before.


The process of cultivation, training Products so they could safely adapt to the 《Great Realm》.


Beastrein was the 「Cultivator」 responsible for managing and carrying out that process.


‘...I have to endure it. That bastard is a Product I need to sell. A premium Product, at that.’


Beastrein had installed the 《Tower of Nightmares》 in other Worlds several times, but had never encountered a case like this.


‘Why won't he play the Main Game? I said I'd give him anything he wants.’


One Walker was about to throw the entire cultivation process into disarray. Beastrein groaned and clutched his head.


The cultivation of Products was divided into two major stages.


The 「First Cultivation」, which sorted out the good Products through the Tutorial Game.


Then the 「Second Cultivation」, which fully developed the carefully selected Products through the Main Game.


The 「First Cultivation」, the Tutorial Game, was like selecting the best seeds from among plants. The 「Second Cultivation」, the Main Game, was like raising those selected seeds with water and fertilizer.


Because of Jaehwan alone, Beastrein had been unable to begin the Second Cultivation for four months already.


Whether Jaehwan knew how Beastrein felt or not, the holographic panel continued to produce the same grating rhythm.


Clang. Clang.


It was the sound of a hammer striking a sword. As if he wanted someone to hear it, the sound grew louder and louder.


Thanks to that, Beastrein found himself seized several times a day by the urge to beat Jaehwan to death and force the game to end.


‘Should I just shut my eyes and kill him? But the harvesters will hate it if I kill him here.’


The 《Tower of Nightmares》 was created by Dream Demons, known as 「Creators」, who molded clumps of dreams. It was powered by energy supplied from the trunk of the giant 《Tree of Illusion》 at the center of the Great Realm.


Put simply, everything that happened within this tower was a dream provided by the Tree of Illusion.


Since the inside of the tower was a dream world, dying here would not truly destroy one's soul unless special methods were used.


Still, there was no telling.


After undergoing three molts as a demon, Beastrein possessed combat power equivalent to that of a Third Adapter. The difference in Spiritual Rank between Beastrein and Jaehwan, who had not even undergone First Adaptation and had only just passed the tutorial, was enormous.


If Beastrein killed Jaehwan carelessly, the Product's soul might suffer terrible damage. Jaehwan could enter the Main Game half-crippled.


If that happened, Beastrein’s customers, the 「Harvesters」, the lords of the 《Great Realm》, would be furious.


There were more than one or two lords with their eyes on Jaehwan. Some had even offered option contracts in advance, worried that the Product's auction price might rise.


A Walker who had cleared the 99th floor alone.


It was an unprecedented achievement, even if one searched the entire material realm.


Especially when considering what kind of tower this was.


"Those Dream Demon bastards fooled me into buying this piece of junk. What kind of control system is this?"


The 《Tower of Nightmares》 Beastrein operated was among the first generation of towers created by Dream Demons.


"You can't end the game without the Product's consent? What a ridiculous system."


If Beastrein had opened the game with a recently released third-generation tower, this would never have happened. Third-generation towers could forcibly end the Tutorial Game without damaging the Product.


But what could Beastrein do now?


Poverty was a crime.


Beastrein had searched for a tower available at a low price, and this had been the last one found.


Beastrein had been completely taken in after hearing that it had been made personally by a 「Master」-grade Dream Demon.


After inspecting it, Beastrein discovered that it was an antique so old its age could not be guessed. It had indeed been made by a Master-grade Dream Demon, but it was a test piece made before that Dream Demon had earned the title of Master. It still functioned normally, so Beastrein kept using it, but it had all sorts of small problems.


"...Once this is over, I need to take this up with them."


Beastrein ground clenched teeth at the thought of the auction house that had sold the tower.


* * *


Another month passed.


"Hey, don't you ever get tired?"


Yawning, Beastrein casually deflected Jaehwan's attack. Jaehwan's stabs flew in from every direction, aiming for Beastrein's true body, but they could not touch even a single strand of fur on the lion-headed demon.


"If you would just agree to start the Main Game, it would be good for both of us. It is a win-win, as your World's proverb says. Why do you keep refusing?"


Jaehwan did not answer.


"You seem to be under some huge misconception because you've experienced hunting an Ice Dragon, but I told you, it's useless. That was a downgraded beast, while I'm a real demon. If you really want to fight me, you need to finish the Main Game and spend at least several decades getting knocked around in the 《Great Realm》."


Without a word, Jaehwan stabbed with his sword.


"Please, just answer me. What do you want? I said I'd give you hidden items and hidden skills!"


No matter how Beastrein thought about it, the situation made no sense.


Why was Jaehwan causing this pointless trouble?


Yet Jaehwan's incomprehensible actions were not simply pointless trouble.


For the past three months, Jaehwan had never been idle.


There were several reasons Jaehwan still refused to give up on the Tutorial Game.
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First, contrary to Beastrein's expectations, Jaehwan's soul was entering a period of change.


+


[User Information]


Name: Jaehwan

Level: 100 (You have reached the limit!)

Title: (EX) Nightmare of the 99th Floor

Class: Swordsman

Innate Ability: (EX) Tenacity


[Status Information]


Strength: 100 (You have reached the limit!)

Agility: 100 (You have reached the limit!)

Constitution: 100 (You have reached the limit!)

Willpower: 100 (You have reached the limit!)

Mana: 100 (You have reached the limit!)


+


It was the user information he had called up through the Interface System.


Over the years, Jaehwan had strived to push every value displayed in his user information to its limit. Thirty years passed that way. In the end, every number reached its peak. Those numbers were the very history of his efforts.


Yet a thought had recently begun to haunt him.


‘Can a life really be defined by numbers like these?’


How much time passed after that?


Strange things began to appear before Jaehwan's eyes.


At first, he thought they were hallucinations. They were not.


At some point, Jaehwan realized that what he saw was something that made up the essence of this world.


Sometimes they were fine particles. Other times, they resembled rough sugar cubes or the pixels of a panel. Their shapes and structures changed every time.


That was when his stabs began to grow unstable.


Whenever Jaehwan used the basic skill 'Stab,' he felt a strange sense of discord. The Stab that had been perfected into a single fixed movement was coming undone within him.


Each time he repeated the Stab, he felt some forgotten sense awakening.


It was the feeling of being alive.


For convenience, Jaehwan called this ability 「Doubt」.


It was a gaze that dismantled the world and delved into its essence.


That was the power of 「Doubt」.


Still, Jaehwan did not yet know how to make use of it.


Spat, tuup!


Jaehwan's True Dragon Sword, moving at tremendous speed, was effortlessly stopped in Beastrein's grip.


Beastrein spoke irritably.


"Hey, Jaehwan. Say something."


Jaehwan still did not answer.


"Ha, this is really driving me insane."


Beastrein fumed.


"I told you, you aren't going back to the past. You just have to finish the tutorial and start the Main Game!"


The second reason Jaehwan had not ended the tutorial was the demon standing before him, Beastrein.


At some point, Jaehwan had realized that Beastrein had no intention of killing him.


He did not know why, but the demon was in a situation where Jaehwan could not be forced. The fact that Beastrein neither ended the game without Jaehwan's consent nor killed him on the spot was proof enough.


If the tower could be opened, it should have been possible to close it. Yet Beastrein did not do so. No, there was clearly some reason Beastrein could not.


To Jaehwan, Beastrein was a useful teacher he could exploit as much as he wished. By challenging Beastrein without pause, Jaehwan adapted more quickly to the changes occurring within him.


As Jaehwan gradually found more room to breathe, Beastrein became increasingly desperate.


‘This is driving me crazy. The deadline is almost here...’


Still, what could Beastrein do? All the demon could do was keep pestering Jaehwan.


"Hey, Jaehwan! Say something. Please?"


"What exactly do you want me to say?"


Jaehwan asked as he pulled his sword free from Beastrein's grip.


"Ha, you're finally talking. You hadn't said a word for a month. I thought something was wrong with your head. What if there was a flaw in such a valuable Product... No, no, that isn't the point."


Beastrein stumbled over the words.


"Fine. Tell me what you want. I'll grant you anything. Just cut out the nonsense about defeating me and going to the next floor."


For the first time, Jaehwan stopped swinging his sword.


‘Got him.’


Ever since he realized he had the upper hand, Jaehwan had been waiting for this day.


The past month had been spent honing that blade even sharper. Jaehwan waited until Beastrein could no longer bear the unease and took the bait.


Waited and waited.


"Then there are a few things I want to ask."


"Ah, what are they?"


Beastrein's face brightened.


"Does that mean there is finally room for negotiation?"


"That depends on what you do."


Beastrein's expression crumpled.


* * *


After agonizing over it for a long time, Beastrein finally let out several deep sighs and began with the following preamble.


"Do not be surprised, Jaehwan. Your universe is not truly made up of a single dimension."


"I know."


"...You knew? That cannot be."


Jaehwan frowned.


"Do you take me for an idiot?"


Of course, Jaehwan did not know much about the universe. Most of his scientific knowledge came from Sakamoto, the science teacher who had climbed the tower with him.


Back then, he had heard about all kinds of physical theories.


Parallel universe theory, multiverse theory, superstring theory...


As someone completely unfamiliar with science, all Jaehwan could do was think such things existed. Advanced cosmology was almost indistinguishable from magic to Jaehwan, a humanities major.


"So, putting together what you're saying, the dimensions of this universe consist of the 《Great Realm》 and countless 《Peripheral Worlds》, right?"


"That is correct."


According to Beastrein, the universe consisted of one mainstream dimension called the 《Great Realm》, along with countless Peripheral Worlds branching out beneath it.


Earth was one small planet in the dimensional systems scattered throughout those innumerable Peripheral Worlds. Beastrein called Earth World 294.


After listening to the explanation for some time, Jaehwan summed it up.


"The 《Tower of Nightmares》 was a kind of adaptation process for Walkers from each World to cross into the 《Great Realm》."


"That is correct."


"And only the Walkers who pass both the tutorial and the Main Game can set foot on the 《Great Realm》."


"That is correct. You understand quickly."


Beastrein deliberately avoided words such as cultivation and harvesting. Beastrein knew exactly what happened to a Product after hearing such things.


Jaehwan continued.


"What exactly is this 「adaptation」 you people keep talking about? Do you mean becoming stronger?"


Beastrein shook his head.


"It means becoming accustomed to the 《Interface System》 of the Great Realm."


"...You mean acquiring skills and items, then putting points into stats?"


"Simply put, yes."


Beastrein smiled.


"Most races that proceed directly into the 《Great Realm》 fail to adapt to the system and quickly die. The 《Tower of Nightmares》 was created to prevent that. By experiencing the Tower's built-in Tutorial Game and Main Game beforehand, they learn the systems of the 《Great Realm》 and improve their chances of survival. Demons like me serve in a supporting role to help with those games."


As Beastrein watched Jaehwan listen closely, the demon felt both nervous and impressed. This was the first Product who had remained so calm after hearing such things.


Until now, the Products Beastrein had cultivated always denied reality or suffered mental breakdowns and went mad the moment they learned the world's secret.


Yet Jaehwan accepted the story with remarkable composure, as though he had been born for this game.


Beastrein found that deeply satisfying.


"I have one question."


"Please, ask."


"Why do you do 'this'?"


Beastrein smiled bitterly at Jaehwan's question. Ever since this exchange had begun, Beastrein had expected it.


Over hundreds of years, Beastrein had cultivated countless Products. Some became powerful figures of the 《Great Realm》, while others died and vanished without even leaving behind a soul. Yet every Product asked the same question.


“Why do you do ‘this’?”


Beastrein tilted the demon's head ambiguously.


"I'm not sure I understand what you mean. Are you asking why I operate the 《Tower of Nightmares》?"


"Yes."


"Well, I do not think that is what you truly want to know."


Beastrein continued with a knowing smile.


"What you are wondering is not, 'Why do I operate the Tower of Nightmares?' It is, 'Why, out of all those countless Peripheral Worlds, did I summon the Tower of Nightmares to your World in particular?'"
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Jaehwan did not answer.


Beastrein was pleased to see that. The demon’s favorite moment would arrive soon.


“There is no real reason. Your world was chosen by pure chance.”


A great tragedy, born by chance alone.


Most Products could not accept that. They wondered why their species had been condemned to such a fate and tried to find its cause.


Sin. Fate. God.


They linked the tragedy to anything they could think of, desperately searching for a reason. But there was none.


Everything had happened by chance.


“...Chance?”

“That is right. Your world happened to be discovered, the Tower of Nightmares was summoned, and the game began. There is no cause or reason behind it. Things were simply meant to unfold that way. Just as neither you nor I can know why we were born into this world.”


Beastrein continued.


“Perhaps you believe you are unlucky. You must resent that a demon like me appeared in your peaceful world, built something like the Tower of Nightmares, and left your species to die so miserably.”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“But think about it. Even if I had never appeared, that would not have meant you could live forever, would it? You would have died anyway. The scale might have been different, but some equally accidental disaster or natural catastrophe could have occurred. Even if you had been lucky enough to avoid all of those, you would eventually have died from unavoidable old age. Every being and every species in the universe dies. Naturally, regardless of their own intentions.”


Beastrein's voice grew more animated.


This was the climax.


Soon, Beastrein would see the expression of a Product confronting an unavoidable truth. The demon would see the face of a Product despairing at the chance that was death, then finally accepting that despair.


And that was Beastrein's favorite moment.


“From that perspective, you are actually fortunate. This chance has given you an opportunity to leap into a new world. You can give value to an otherwise worthless death. Rather than dying as an uncivilized being from the Peripheral Worlds that knows nothing, you can advance into the Great Realm, challenge remarkable achievements, and make your name...”

“I get it, so stop boring me with this.”


“...Pardon?”


For a moment, Beastrein could not believe what had just been heard.


“That isn't what I want to know.”

“Then what in the world...?”

“You don't seem to understand what I'm saying, so I'll say it again.”

“Y-Yes, please.”


Somehow, control of the conversation had shifted.


“What I want to know isn't some metaphysical talk about whether you chose our world by chance. I want to know why you run something like the Tower of Nightmares. What reward do you get from doing this?”

“Th-That is...”


Beastrein was flustered. What sort of Product was this? Not only had Jaehwan not even twitched at Beastrein's eloquence, but he had also asked a question that struck right at the weak point in the argument.


“...It is a kind of volunteer work. Someone has to do it, so I am doing it. Ha ha.”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes at that awkward laugh.


Volunteer work.


He looked at the particles drifting around Beastrein's head like dust.


As the ability of “Doubt” strengthened, Jaehwan had become able to distinguish the types of particles in greater detail.


Some particles stayed still, while others moved actively.


The ones circling Beastrein especially caught Jaehwan's attention.


They tapped against Beastrein and formed certain arrangements. Whenever they completed a set pattern, they swiftly vanished beyond the Tower.


To Jaehwan, the arrangements looked like strings of text.


As if Beastrein were speaking to someone far away.


‘The Lord... is sending you a message...’

‘Product... cultivation... harvest... not yet...’

‘...You must never kill him...’

‘...one... land... you... conversation...’

‘...We cannot delay any longer... but...’


Jaehwan spoke again.


“...I see. Let's return to what we were discussing.”

“Understood.”


Cold sweat ran down Beastrein's back.


“You mentioned beings called ‘Lords’ before.”

“That is correct.”


This was Beastrein's first time holding such a long conversation with a Product that had not even finished the Main Game. Beastrein worried about accidentally blurting out words like cultivation, harvest, or Product.


“What are they? Kings?”

“You could say they are similar. The Lords are the rulers of the 《Great Realm》. Those who clear the Main Game and enter the 《Great Realm》 are usually recruited by the Lords.”

“...Recruited?”


Seeing Jaehwan show interest, Beastrein's eyes lit up. No Product had ever failed to take an interest in the Lords of the 《Great Realm》. Their future depended on which Lord they chose.


Beastrein grinned.


“Of course, not every being is recruited. Only the strong. But if you clear my Tower, you will certainly enter the service of a powerful Lord.”


Instilling pride in a Product.


That was the first step.


Yet Jaehwan's expression did not change.


Growing anxious, Beastrein continued.


“If you follow my words, I, Beastrein, swear on a demon's honor that I will secure your future. That means I will do everything in my power to help Jaehwan enter the service of an excellent Lord. Of course, that only applies if Jaehwan agrees to participate in the Main Game.”


To Jaehwan, Beastrein sounded like an insurance salesman.


The corner of Jaehwan's mouth twitched faintly.


“How can you guarantee that you aren't lying?”


Thinking the bait had worked, Beastrein's lips curled faintly.


“Well, you need not believe me. If you still do not trust my words after I have told you this much, there is nothing I can do.”

“Fine. I'll do as you say.”

“Have you finally made up your mind?”

“Exactly ten days from now. I'll leave this place then.”
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Nine days later.


The demon Beastrein lay sprawled across the floor of the 100th floor, spewing curses unfit to be heard at a holographic panel. Needless to say, the panel showed Jaehwan.


“Ha ha, fuck...”


In the hologram, Jaehwan was still hammering away.


Clang-clang.


“...That damned bastard.”


Beside Beastrein was a heap of information on the 《Great Realm》 that Jaehwan had additionally requested. Of course, it was only half the picture, carefully stripped of any mention of cultivation, Products, or harvesters.


‘Please let that sharp-eyed bastard know nothing.’


The demon Beastrein.


An intermediate demon ranked 8,152nd among demonkind, a being known by the nickname “Gentleman of Mockery.”


And yet a demon with such a refined nickname was suffering this humiliation at the hands of a single insignificant human. If fellow demons saw this, Beastrein would be mocked for centuries.


If not for the message from the harvesters, things never would have become this tangled.


[Do not kill the product under any circumstances. Send the product into the Main Game. Clearing a first-generation tower of such brutal difficulty alone is a rare achievement even within the Great Realm. If cultivated properly, the product will undoubtedly become a top-grade product. But if even the slightest damage is done to the product's spiritual body through your negligence, we will never trade with you again, not only this time but ever.]


Beastrein only had to endure a little longer. It was almost over now.


Beastrein adjusted the holographic panel and called up a screen other than the Tower’s feed.


[Activating the communication network ‘Little Brother.’]


Beastrein grinned and muttered,


“Let’s see, what should I show them this time? Right. The last footage of that bastard killing the Ice Dragon should do nicely.”


The 《Tower of Nightmares》 installed in World 294 had been a major gamble even from Beastrein’s perspective. And that gamble was now giving off every sign of a massive payoff. If Beastrein handled this one well, the demon would be able to complete a fourth molt and rise to a stronger rank.


Holding out a little longer might even catch 「Big Brother」’s eye, secure Beastrein a position as an official cultivator, and allow a life of luxury without ever worrying about money again.


Beastrein was almost certain of it.


Because even now, message after message was pouring in through ‘Little Brother,’ the communication network under 「Big Brother」.


[The Lord of Ruin ‘Siegfried’ likes the video you uploaded.]

[The Lord of Gold ‘Aynix’ likes the video you uploaded.]

[The Immortal Lord ‘Abraxas’ has sent you a message.]

[The Lord of the Forest ‘Illiones’ has sent you a message.]

......


“Wahaha! Those Lords are eating it up!”


Of course, the Lords themselves had not personally hit like or sent messages.


After all, Lords were not such frivolous beings.


Their underlings, acting in their names, had surely sent those messages instead.


But even so, it meant something.


Those messages were effectively the Lords’ will.


In other words, every Lord in the Great Realm was watching Beastrein’s cultivation.


The kind of heavenly luck that might come only once in a demon’s life.


When Beastrein discovered Earth, World 294, the demon realized that fortune had finally chosen its beneficiary.


World 294 was safe from every danger that could threaten Beastrein’s cultivation. It was beyond the reach of the angels, who were fellow cultivators, and above all, it was a place where communication with 「Big Brother」 was possible, a golden location where Beastrein could begin work with formal approval and no complications.


Beastrein immediately obtained cultivation permission from 「Big Brother」 and then sought out the dream demons who created Towers.


“The more I think about it, the angrier I get. Those damned dream demons.”


Ordinarily, Beastrein never would have groveled that much before dream demons.


In normal cultivation, all a cultivator had to do was rent a Tower from them, use it, and return it.


But this time was a little different.


Beastrein had lived frugally up to the level of an intermediate demon, but now it was time to start preparing to become a high-ranking demon.


Even after becoming a high-ranking demon, one of the so-called “professional cultivators,” constantly going around to rent Towers would wound Beastrein’s pride.


To own a personal Tower.


That was every demon’s dream.


To buy a Tower with good value for money, Beastrein granted all sorts of petty requests from those damned dream demons and paid an excessive price.


A Tower Beastrein had barely managed to obtain after all that trouble.


That Tower was none other than ‘Tower No. 2,’ made by the master-class dream demon craftsman Mulack.


True, it was a Tower Mulack had made before reaching the ranks of the masters, and it was so old its age was unclear, but aside from its outdated control system, its performance was not bad.


More importantly, if a Product had been cultivated in a master’s Tower, even the Lords would be satisfied.


And Beastrein’s luck did not end there.


The humans of World 294 were Products far better than Beastrein had expected.


They showed astonishing adaptability, as if they had been preparing for this sort of game for ages. That “adaptability” was the key talent needed to advance to the stage of the 「Adapters」, the true powerhouses of the 《Great Realm》.


Beastrein had seen many Products belonging to the lineage of humanity before, but never humans who adapted to the game this quickly.


However, that good fortune lasted only until humanity reached the 77th floor.


Something Beastrein could not possibly make sense of happened on the 77th floor. Most of the Products fell into the trap there and were eliminated in droves.


Beastrein was appalled.


‘What the hell is this?’


Beastrein nearly despaired.


‘A Stone of Regression? That idiotic item wasn’t even in the Tower’s manual!’


In front of Jaehwan, Beastrein had spoken as if the Stone of Regression had all been part of the plan, but in truth, the Stone of Regression was never an intended component of the Tower.


Beastrein had been worried because it was a Tower made by the eccentric master Mulack, but never imagined it would include such bizarre content.


Beastrein wanted to use the Tower’s control authority to erase the item on the spot, but if the harvester under contract happened to inspect the cultivation records and discovered the manipulation intended to improve the Products’ results, Beastrein’s credibility as a cultivator would hit rock bottom.


A species that easily betrays the present it lives in when tempted by a return to the past.


The Lords of the 《Great Realm》 do not like such cowards. To the beings who live amid the bloody winds of war in the 《Great Realm》, there is neither past nor future.


Their god is only the present.


Watching humans choose return to the past one after another, Beastrein thought:


Beastrein’s life, no, that demon life, was over now.


There was no way for Beastrein to repay the debt taken on to buy the Tower. Perhaps it would be better to give up on cultivation for a while and go dormant somewhere.


There were still Products left alive, but they were far too few to clear the Tower.


In despair, Beastrein set the Tower’s time ratio to the maximum in a fit of anger, left the control floor vacant, and drank Soul Liquor like a madman.


At first, Beastrein had only meant to be away for a day or two, but one thing led to another, and the drinking ended in weeks of sleep.


Only a few weeks had passed in the 《Great Realm》, but inside the Tower, decades had gone by. It was obvious there should not have been a single living Product left inside.


And yet, what was going on here?


The cultivation still had not ended.


With a body steeped in a hangover, Beastrein rapidly played through the recordings stored on the holographic panel.


One day... two days... one week... one year... ten years... thirty years.


And then, one human remained alive.


Beastrein was stunned.


Average Products cannot even last ten years in the Tower of Nightmares. Their minds collapse.


And yet the Product before Beastrein’s eyes had not only endured for a full thirty years inside the Tower, but had even made it to the verge of clearing the 99th floor. Its soul was spotless as well.


Shivering, Beastrein realized it.


This is it! This is the one! This one!


For a single person to clear the final floor of a first-generation tower of brutal difficulty alone.


Even if one searched the entire material realm, there had never been a precedent.


That was why Beastrein had overlooked all of the Product’s outrageous behavior.


It was a precious Product whose price Beastrein could not even begin to guess.


If it were damaged even a little, that would be a disaster.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has requested a one-on-one conversation. Would you like to accept?]


“Huh? Ignis?”


Beastrein snapped fully awake.


“My god, don’t tell me even the gods...”


Just as Lords demand Products to expand their forces, gods also need Products so they can carefully select their Incarnations, their agents.


However, the gods had already made exchange agreements with the cultivators who raise Products for them, those known as 「angels」 in the material realm.


Lords deal with 「demons」, and gods deal with 「angels」.


That was the industry’s unspoken rule.


And now that rule had just been broken.


[You have accepted a conversation with ‘Ignis.’]


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ scolds you for taking so long to accept.]


“What kind of agent are you, to be this rude?”


Beastrein was offended. Even if this was an agent borrowing a god’s ID, there were still basic rules of business courtesy.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says, “It's me.”]


“No. I mean, who exactly are you?”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ gets annoyed and asks if you cannot tell from the ID.]


‘Wait. Don’t tell me.’


“Could you really be Ignis in person?”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ expresses displeasure.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks whether you are disrespecting the god.]


“N-no, not at all. How would I dare!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says the god watched the video you uploaded.]


“You watched it!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ advises you to be honest.]


“Yes. Of course. Honesty is a demon’s virtue.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks why you manipulated the Tower.]


“Manipulated it?”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is certain that no human could clear a first-generation tower alone.]


“I didn’t manipulate anything.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ threatens to keep it quiet and tells you to be honest.]


“I’m telling you, I didn’t!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks how much you intend to sell the product for.]


“I’m not selling it.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks, “fuck, how much are you selling it for? How much will it take...”]


[The conversation has ended.]


......


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has sent you a message.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has sent you a message.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has sent you a message.]


......


[Shutting down the communication network 《Little Brother》.]


Beastrein’s heart pounded.


‘I’m screwed. I never thought even the gods would take an interest in him. And Ignis of all gods...’


Ignis was a god who ranked among the upper echelons even among the gods. Which meant this Product was that valuable.


A top-grade Product? No, a top-top-grade Product.


Once that pounding heartbeat settled a little, Beastrein started feeling good again, as if the fourth molt were already complete and the rank of a high-ranking demon attained.


At last, tomorrow was the promised day.


* * *


The next day, on the Tower’s 100th floor, Jaehwan carefully reviewed and memorized the information Beastrein had provided. Beastrein asked,


“Are you finished?”

“Yes. Thanks.”


Beastrein nearly let out a cheer.


Finally.


Forcing down the corners of a mouth that kept trying to rise, Beastrein said,


“Heh heh, if you’ve memorized it all, shall we begin?”

“Let’s.”


Beastrein entered something into the air. Then a familiar window, one Jaehwan had seen before, appeared.


[The Game Master intends to end the tutorial quest. You may return to your hometown, World 294, and participate in the Main Game without losing any memories. Would you like to accept the offer?]

[Yes / No]


Then Jaehwan drew the True Dragon Sword.


“...What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.”


[You have declined the offer.]


“I’m going to hunt you now.”
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Beastrein stared at him in disbelief, then pressed a hand to his forehead.


“Ha... I expected something like this might happen, but I have never seen anyone like you before.”


“I heard plenty of similar things on my way here.”


A sharp aura gathered around the True Dragon Sword and Ice Dragon Sword in his hands. Jaehwan’s fierce spiritual power pooled at their tips.


“And this is my answer.”


Beastrein raised both hands as if giving up.


“Oh, do whatever you want. Go right ahead.”


Jaehwan’s swords shot toward Beastrein.


The next moment.


A strange circular magic formation glowed beneath him. Something rapidly grew from it, wrapping tightly around Jaehwan’s body and binding him. It was Black Iron Wood, a plant that propagated on the Tower’s 91st floor.


“If I'd done this from the start, it would have been easier for both of us. Wouldn’t it?”


“...What are you planning? You cannot end this game without my consent anyway.”


“Well, there are ways around that, aren’t there?”


“You plan to torture me.”


“...Haha.”


“I have seen every kind of hell on my way up here. Do you think torture would work on me?”


“Hehe, yes. Of course it would not.”


Beastrein smiled slyly.


“To be honest, I gave up on getting your consent long ago.”


“What?”


“This time, let me ask you something. Why do you think this Tutorial Game will continue forever?”


“Don’t tell me...”


“Hehe, exactly. A game has never ended this way before, but the 《Tower of Nightmares》 is programmed to end automatically one hundred days after the tutorial concludes.”


Of course, this damn human had delayed the delivery report considerably.


Beastrein kept that thought to himself.


“I waited an extra ten days because I wanted to end the game as safely and naturally as possible. To make sure you did not try anything unnecessary. So, Jaehwan, stay right there and quietly join the Main Game.”


Beastrein did not seem to be lying.


The Tower’s movements had felt strange for some time. Small tremors could be felt throughout it. They were surely signs that the game was about to end.


Beastrein looked at Jaehwan, who stood with his head lowered, and felt a strange sense of victory. The plan had gone awry, but this human had finally stopped struggling and accepted his fate.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


“Demon Beastrein.”


“Yes?”


“In the Great Realm, you are known as the Gentleman of Mockery. Is that right?”


“...That is correct, but how did you know?”


“You have lived for 784 years. You traveled through 128 worlds, carrying out filthy cultivation on their races. All while peddling nonsense about introducing them to excellent Lords.”


“How could you possibly...?”


Disbelief filled Beastrein’s eyes.


“What, are you surprised to hear that from the Product you were cultivating?”


“You, just what...?”


“You are probably planning to hand me over to the harvester known as the Lord of Darkness. In return, you will receive the enormous reward you need for your fourth Molt.”


Jaehwan spoke as he looked up at the Tower’s ceiling.


The Doubt he had honed for the past hundred days was finally showing its power. After doubting and doubting again, he had barely reached the essence of the world.


Particles chattered as they drifted through the Tower. Jaehwan listened to their voices.


Doubt showed him a new world.


That new world told him stories.


[...Lord of Darkness, the First Cultivation will soon be complete. The contract advance payment...]


[...This Product is top-grade. In 784 years, I have never seen a Product like this...]


[...Once this transaction is complete, I will finally finish my fourth Molt and become a high-ranking demon. If you leave this cultivation in my care until the end...]


...


“...Who are you?”


“Who else? I am the Product you have raised here for decades.”


Jaehwan felt the particles binding him gradually lose their cohesion. That was another power of Doubt. After doubting and doubting again, he denied the structure of matter itself and slowly dismantled it.


“But not anymore.”


Two swords cut through the air.


Beastrein barely avoided them, but a long cut appeared on his left forearm. It was impossible. His opponent was a rookie who had only just cleared the Tutorial Game.


Beastrein was a demon who had completed the third Molt.


To leave even a scratch on him, one had to be at least a first-stage Adapter.


‘Could he be an Over-Adapter?’


An Over-Adapter.


A Product whose growth repeatedly surpassed common sense.


‘How could an Over-Adapter appear in my Tower...?’


Perhaps in the Main Game, but had an Over-Adapter ever emerged during a tutorial? Over-Adaptation was a talent ranked among the very highest even in the 《Great Realm》.


He could vividly picture the Lord of Darkness’s delight.


‘Even so, he is only at the level of a first-stage Adapter. If I hold out a little longer, the game will end.’


Beastrein gritted his teeth.


“This is useless! You have to join the Main Game anyway! If you keep this up, you will only lose more!”


“We will see.”


Jaehwan’s specialty unfolded from the tip of the Ice Dragon Sword.


Stab.


Could it still be called Stab?


From the suitability of the movement to the flow of power.


It was the result of doubting everything about the movement he had believed was Stab, then doubting it again.


And so, he realized it.


He realized what state a human reached when there was nothing left to doubt.


He reached 「Understanding」 of Stab.


It was no longer Stab.


It was a ray of light, something that could only be called a flash.


Blood burst from Beastrein’s body.


His eyes widened as if they would tear apart.


“Could he be at second-stage Adaptation?”


This speed. This destructive power.


It could not be possible unless he had reached the level of a second-stage Adapter.


And throughout the entire history of cultivation, fewer than ten second-stage Adapters had emerged during a tutorial.


Beastrein could no longer let his guard down. If Jaehwan had truly reached second-stage Adaptation, Beastrein would have to use the power of his true body, which was linked to the material realm.


Beastrein hurriedly raised his synchronization rate to eighty percent and borrowed his true body’s power. An enormous amount of spiritual power wrapped around his flesh. Black light poured from Beastrein’s body.


It was the true body of a demon who had completed the third Molt.


A demon’s third Molt was often compared to third-stage Adaptation, but there was a slight difference. Most Adapters could never defeat demons of the same stage.


Even at the same stage, there was a vast difference between the years humans and demons had lived.


A massive claw sprouted from Beastrein’s hand and tore through Jaehwan’s body in an instant. Jaehwan was overwhelmingly outmatched in both power and combat sense.


The strength of a demon who had lived for centuries was no joke.


Blood poured from Jaehwan’s body, and his Constitution dropped below half in an instant.


“Submit peacefully!”


The enormous aura pouring from Beastrein made Jaehwan’s legs tremble.


Demons really were unbelievable creatures.


Maybe he could not win.


The arrangement of particles making up the Tower had nearly reached the point of collapse.


Was this the end?


Jaehwan continued to stab until the very end.


That tenacity was what had brought him here.


He stabbed again and again.


How many times had he stabbed like that by now?


One billion times, or two billion?


Only Jaehwan’s body knew the answer.


9999999991...


9999999992...


...


9999999998...


9999999999...


10000000000!


...


At that moment, Jaehwan saw a strange line.


He had experienced this before.


When he fought the Ice Dragon on the Tower’s 99th floor.


When he had to keep stabbing even in the face of death.


He had occasionally found that faint line.


Whenever he found it, he unconsciously swung his sword after it. It was something that could only be seen when everything else was forgotten.


So that was it.


Jaehwan trembled with exhilaration.


He let himself fall before the incoming claw.


Then he forgot everything.


Everything he had learned. Everything he had mastered. Everything he had believed.


He quietly let go of everything he had unconsciously considered natural. The endless numbers that produced strength. The values and coefficients. Even his own mind, which had become their slave.


Then his body began to break apart.


The data clinging to Jaehwan’s body shattered away. Combat Power, Constitution, Mentality, Agility... The status data that made up his body. Every skill he had learned and every construct of information.


Everything that reduced the existence of a human to numbers fell away from Jaehwan’s body.


A state of complete Selflessness.


As the particles of his dismantled body shone brightly and disappeared, only the pure essence of his soul remained. He felt completely reborn. He was no longer data, nor was he a probability that happened to exist. He was a living human.


Jaehwan thought.


So that was it. Until now, I had not been a proper human.


A dazzling light burst from Jaehwan’s body.


Beastrein stared at the sight with his mouth hanging open. Even in 784 years of life, it was something Beastrein had never seen.


“Good heavens. What is that?”


Beastrein realized that he had misunderstood something all along.


That was not Adaptation.


There was something in this world more dangerous than Adaptation.


A state that everyone avoided speaking of and shunned.


A terrifying power that could do more than shake the Great Realm. It could destroy the Great Realm entirely.


The beings of the Great Realm called it this.


「Awakening」
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Even as he thought it could not be true, there was no other way to explain the impossible phenomenon before him. If that was not Awakening, then what was it?


There was no time to stand there in shock. Countless rays of sword light were flying toward Beastrein.


The force behind every blow he blocked was growing sharply.


He frantically swung his claw, deflecting the rays of light.


Blocking them, blocking them again, and blocking them once more.


By the time he thought he had stopped them all, Beastrein realized too late that he had already been struck.


“...What in the world?”


Pain suddenly seized Beastrein, as though that very existence were being torn apart. There was no fatal wound anywhere on Beastrein’s body. Then where had the attack landed?


“Don’t worry. You probably won’t die. It might be more painful than dying, though.”


Jaehwan had not attacked Beastrein’s soul. He had attacked a Line that came from outside the Tower and connected to Beastrein’s soul.


Jaehwan did not know it, but in the 《Great Realm》, that Line was called a Link, or a Pineal Gland.


A Line connecting the body and soul.


Jaehwan’s Stab had nearly shredded that Line before severing it.


“Kuaaaaaaaaaah!”


Beastrein writhed in terrible pain.


“And listen carefully, one last time.”


Jaehwan took a deep breath and began to speak.


“Humans are not something you can buy and sell as you please. We are not Products you can measure with pathetic standards like levels and stats, then put a price on.”


The 《Tower of Nightmares》 was shaking so violently that it was visible to the naked eye. Jaehwan continued.


“I will no longer follow the Scenario you bastards laid out for me. I will destroy this place and climb to the next floor. Then I will keep climbing, until I see the destruction of the damned world you created.”


Beastrein now felt fear toward the Product he had created. Not even higher-order Adapters of the fourth rank or above had inspired the same feeling as Jaehwan.


An Awakened One who had reached the realm of 「Selflessness」.


One who had become an existence that could not be quantified by the System or defined by anything.


Even Beastrein, the Tower’s master, could not read Jaehwan’s attributes.


[User Information]


Name: ??????????????

Title: ??????????????

Class: ??????????????

Innate Ability: ??????????????

Skills: ??????????????


Beastrein cried out through the pain.


“Please, stop! Please! There is no next floor... There is no such thing as a next floor!”


“No. There is. There is a next floor.”


Jaehwan had not kept talking about a “next floor” while attacking Beastrein out of stubbornness alone.


“There has to be.”


From the first floor to the ninety-ninth.


Once, while searching every corner of the Tower for survivors, Jaehwan had found graffiti in the passageway on the seventy-eighth floor.


「A tower within a tower. A nightmare within a nightmare.」


There was another clue.


On the sixty-sixth floor, this graffiti had been carved behind the succubus’s chair.


「In the end, every Tower of Nightmares is only an imitation of the ‘First Nightmare’ at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》. Whenever I create something these days, I can think of only one thing. As long as I borrow the power of the First Nightmare, I will always face the same obstacle. The countless Towers I have created are nothing more than ‘Roots’ meant to sustain the First Nightmare at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》.」


It was graffiti that resembled an artist’s anguish.


Jaehwan had wondered whether the graffiti might be clues to Hidden Pieces within the Tower, so he had copied them down whenever he had the chance.


There was similar graffiti on the forty-seventh floor.


「So I dare to arrive at this blasphemous thought. To glimpse the secret of true creation, should we not climb this 《Tree of Illusion》, the heart of the Great Realm? Having passed through the ‘Trunk’ and ‘Branches,’ should we not confront the ‘First Nightmare’ directly at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》?」


At the time, he had not known exactly what it meant. It was one of the Tower’s secrets that Jaehwan had failed to solve before reaching the hundredth floor.


After realizing the Tower’s true nature, though, the graffiti took on an entirely different meaning for him.


Jaehwan recognized it at once.


This was the graffiti of the Master who had created this 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Of course, he did not have enough knowledge to fully decipher every metaphor and symbol in it. That did not mean he had gained nothing from it.


A tower within a tower, a nightmare within a nightmare.


The Roots, Trunk, and Branches of the Tree of Illusion.


The First Nightmare at its summit.


All of it pointed to one fact.


This world was connected.


For now, it was only a hypothesis.


Still, it was a hypothesis worth confirming.


Jaehwan looked up at the hundredth floor’s ceiling and used Stab against it. A crack began to form in the Tower’s ceiling. Beastrein screamed.


“No! My Tower! Uaaaaah!”


Once more, and then once again.


Through 「Doubt」, Jaehwan saw it clearly.


The particles that formed the Tower, the movement of the energy binding those particles together, and a massive current of energy constantly descending from somewhere unseen above.


From upstream to downstream.


An immense scattering that eventually spread into a vast sea. This place was at the very edge of that sea.


Jaehwan was certain. If he followed this current, he would surely reach the secret of this world.


The hundredth floor was not the end of the Tower.


“If this is the Root, there must be a Trunk too.”


The ceiling gradually crumbled under Jaehwan’s attacks, and white light began to leak through the gaps.


“You cannot! If you leave through that entrance, you will never again...!”


“Goodbye.”


As Beastrein intended, perhaps Jaehwan would eventually have to join the Main Game.


But not now.


He lacked information, and his Combat Power was still too weak.


Was it not already difficult enough just to face one demon, Beastrein?


He needed to learn more. He needed to become stronger.


White light wrapped around Jaehwan.


He leaped into its center.


He would not go to the past.


Nor would he return to the world he had left behind.


The world he chose was always the present.


This very moment, alive and breathing.


That was how he moved toward his own life.


* * *


Something that should never have happened had occurred.


Not only had an Awakened One appeared during the First Cultivation, that Awakened One had broken through the Tower and escaped outside.


Beastrein watched Jaehwan disappear in disbelief, then painfully moved his body and opened a hologram panel.


‘Quickly. I have to tell Big Brother...’


But it was already too late.


The Tutorial Game was collapsing.


Communication had been cut off as well.


‘Damn it, no. This can’t... It can’t be happening!’


The severed Link connecting his body and soul had completely cut him off from the outside. His soul was now completely trapped within the 《Tree of Illusion》.


When a soul with its Link severed remained in a collapsing world, it vanished with that world.


‘It cannot end like this...!’


He canceled the message he had been composing for Big Brother and looked toward the passage of light through which Jaehwan had disappeared.


Then, in the next moment, the 《Tower of Nightmares》 collapsed.


[Tutorial Game results are being calculated.]

[Calculating...]

[An unexpected error has occurred during calculation.]

[Calculation failed.]

[Searching for Walkers remaining inside the 《Tower of Nightmares》.]

[Searching...]

[There are currently no Walkers inside the 《Tower of Nightmares》.]

...

[Game clear failed!]

[The Tutorial Game has ended completely.]
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“If you wish to become stronger, climb the Tree of Illusion. But only if you are certain you will not go mad.”


Lord of Steel, Huh Yu


* * *


It was a rainforest with no end in sight.


Broadleaf trees densely filled his vision. The blazing heat of the sun clung to his body, drying into white grains of salt.


How long had he been wandering?


Jaehwan wiped the sweat running down his face and looked around.


He had finally found them.


Someone's footprints ran along a ridge in the undergrowth. They resembled Jaehwan's own. Even if they had not been human, they had certainly been left by a group that walked on two legs.


A month had already passed since he broke out of the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Throughout that time, Jaehwan had traveled through this endless rainforest.


He did not know exactly where he was.


He suspected it was somewhere in the 《Great Realm》 that the demon had rambled about, but he had no way to identify the place.


At first, because of the forest's heat, he wondered if this was the Flame Zone, said to be the hottest of the 《Great Realm》' twelve zones according to the information Beastrein had given him. But after walking for a while, he no longer thought so. There were no burning trees, the Flame Zone's famous feature, in sight.


He would find out once he encountered something.


With that in mind, Jaehwan kept walking.


At times, he encountered the monsters of this world. They had one trait that distinguished them from the monsters in the Tower.


Every single one had horns.


Some had only one. Others had as many as five.


The strongest monster Jaehwan had encountered so far was a wolf with five horns protruding from its head. It had not died from a single Stab. The wolf clutched its stomach and whined for a long time before finally dying after several more Stabs.


Were all the monsters here weak...?


Perhaps because it had taken him decades just to kill the Ice Dragon, Jaehwan could not tell whether he had grown stronger or whether the monsters here were weak.


Of course, monsters were not the only things Jaehwan had encountered.


Not long ago, he had run into an unidentified group that appeared to be intelligent life.


They were a group of humanoids dressed in something like the white ceremonial robes of ancient monks. Their skin was green, and each had a pair of insect-like antennae growing from their heads. They had a bizarre appearance.


“Pathetic human■■■■ like you ■■■.”

“Why are you ■■■ so unpleasant ■■.”


It was hard to understand what they were saying. More precisely, it sounded as though they were saying things he did not want to understand.


Still, they were fully dressed, and he had finally encountered intelligent life. Jaehwan made a serious effort to communicate with them.


Even after activating Doubt, though, he could not properly grasp the structure of their language. The humanoids at the front of the group attacked first.


“■■■ horn! ■■.”


Judging by the way they pointed, they seemed to be referring to the monster horn hanging from his waist. He had obtained it after killing the five-horned wolf a few days earlier.


“This?”


“■■ Human like you ■■■ horn of a five-horned beast■■■.”


“That’s right. I’m human, and this is a horn.”


It almost seemed like they were communicating.


“■■■ horn!”


Several of the humanoids approached Jaehwan.


Their slick antennae swayed as they came closer, making him wary.


“Wait. Don’t come any closer.”


“■■■.”


He had no idea what they were saying.


They seemed to be talking about the horn.


After a moment’s thought, Jaehwan waved it and said, “Fine. I’ll give you this, so tell me where this place is...”


The humanoids suddenly drew their swords and rushed him.


They were not simply trying to intimidate him. Their blades moved with obvious killing intent.


Jaehwan watched for a moment, then blankly looked up at the sky. Something like a sun hung overhead.


It was a very hot day.


“Hey.”


He dodged once.


“Antennae.”


He dodged twice.


“If you do that one more time, I’ll kill you.”


He dodged three times.


“Die.”


A short while later, every humanoid lay sprawled in the undergrowth. Their bodies, bleeding blue blood, turned to powder and vanished.


Jaehwan tugged on the last humanoid’s antenna and asked, “Where is this?”


“How dare ■■■ a human like you■■■.”


Riiip!


“I asked where this is.”


“Tree of Illusion ■■■ Chaos...■■■ Gek, gek, gek!”


Riiip!


“Speak clearly. Who are you? Demons?”


“■■■ We are of the great verdant ■■■...”


Riiip!


“Speak clearly.”


“Uuugh, uuugh.”


Riiip!

Riiip!

Riiip!


He pulled for who knew how long. At last, the humanoid’s eyes rolled back, and Jaehwan was finally able to understand its words clearly.


“Human. I will kill you. Without fail.”


Those were its final words.


The humanoid bit off its own tongue and swallowed it. Soon after, it scattered into white powder.


They had some backbone.


They had killed themselves decisively, as though they could come back to life. Somewhat impressed by their resolve, Jaehwan planted fragments of the dead humanoid’s antennae in a mound in the forest.


Unfortunately, he had gained no useful information from them.


Still, there had been a small reward.


The spoils in the humanoids’ bundles.


Most were objects whose use he could not determine, but one was quite useful. It was the small pouch currently hanging from Jaehwan’s back. After analyzing it through Doubt, he found the following item information.


+


[Item Information]


Name: Small Dimensional Backpack

Description: Uses a pocket dimension to carry a large amount of baggage. Provides up to 2 cubic meters of space.


+


For some reason, after escaping the 《Tower of Nightmares》, Jaehwan had become unable to use almost all the convenient functions provided by the Interface System, including his inventory.


It was strange.


According to Beastrein, the Interface System could be used throughout the dimensional realm, including the 《Great Realm》.


Perhaps it was because of the strange experience he had undergone just before leaving the Tower.


The sensation of every part of his body being dismantled and filled anew.


That was also why he had to use Doubt to view item information. With the Interface gone, he had even lost access to [Item Appraisal], a basic skill.


For Jaehwan, the Small Dimensional Backpack had appeared at exactly the right time.


He put all the unknown objects left behind by the humanoids into the backpack.


What was this? A gem?


Perhaps they had been jewel cutters. Each humanoid had carried something resembling a finely cut crystal. Blue crystals were the most common, followed by red ones. There were also two black crystals, which had come from the bundle of the humanoid whose antenna Jaehwan had pulled until the end.


They might be valuable.


Jaehwan put them all into the backpack.


Should he throw away the rest?


The equipment worn by the humanoids was too bulky to fit inside the backpack. Just as Jaehwan was considering what to do with it, the Ice Dragon Sword hanging from his waist suddenly began to hum.


“Again?”


Hummm.


“Fine.”


He did not know why, but the Ice Dragon Sword had been strange ever since he escaped the 《Tower of Nightmares》. A dim black sheen had begun flowing through its transparent blade, and at some point, it seemed to have developed a will of its own. It would hum at the slightest thing.


Especially when it was hungry, like now.


Jaehwan drew the Ice Dragon Sword and drove it into the pile of equipment. The blade split apart like a mouth and began devouring the humanoids’ equipment.


It was as if some ravenous monster of fable had taken possession of it.


Jaehwan watched in fascination. With every piece of equipment it consumed, the sword’s color deepened into a more brilliant black.


“Hm...”


It was not as though he had no idea what might be happening to the Ice Dragon Sword. Still, he had only a suspicion for now, so he decided to leave it alone.


He had something more important to deal with.


The final thing he had gained after killing the humanoids.


A map of this Forest Zone.


Its method of map reading differed from Earth’s, and it had been crudely made, making it difficult to decipher. Yet that was no problem with Doubt.


He read the map’s title.


Tree of Illusion... Chaos? Was that how it was read?


The map’s upper section bore only the words 《Tree of Illusion-Chaos》.


Come to think of it, the word Tree of Illusion had also appeared in the graffiti left by Mulack, the Tower’s Creator.


“The Towers I created are nothing more than Roots meant to sustain the First Nightmare at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》...”


If that was the case, the Tower of Nightmares he had broken out of was likely connected to a tree called the 《Tree of Illusion》.


In other words, this place he had reached after breaking through the Tower of Nightmares was likely either very close to the 《Tree of Illusion》 or deeply connected to it.


One thing was certain. This place was a region not included in the information Beastrein had given him.


This was troublesome.


The humanoid group had apparently been heading toward a location marked with an X on the map. Jaehwan guessed it was likely a settlement or village. Only after staring at the map for a long time was he finally able to roughly identify his own location.


First, he needed information about this place.


He had been lucky enough to meet only weak enemies so far, but there was no guarantee that would continue. Not everyone would be as weak as those horned beasts or green humanoids.


His first priority was to meet the inhabitants here and obtain as much information as possible.


Since this was a new world, he had to think of himself as a beginner. That would help him survive from now on.


Of course, that did not mean he intended to compromise with this world.


Learn about the world, but never compromise with it.


That was the fundamental principle he had established when he broke out of the Tower of Nightmares.


Perhaps there were others who had also broken out of a Tower like him.


Jaehwan wanted to see living humans if possible. There had to be humans here who had endured long nightmares like he had and finally escaped being Products.


Beastrein had said it once.


“The species known as humanity is scattered throughout the 《Peripheral Worlds》 in considerable numbers. The humans of World 294 are only one such group.”


If the demon’s words were true, there would already be many humans in this world where he had set foot.


Humans who had cleared their Towers.


Jaehwan wondered about them.


What did humans who had escaped the Tower look like? What did they think as they lived? What did humans live for after leaving the Tower?


How long had he wandered like that?


Jaehwan, who had been pushing aside broad leaves, stopped.


He had found them.


The sound of weapons clashing came from the direction of the footprints.


They had to belong to the people who had left the footprints he found earlier.


Through the undergrowth, he saw four or five people in formation hunting familiar horned monsters.


They were humans.
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Kanghun, an executive of the Red Fox Clan, was in quite a good mood today.


It had been a while since they had caught such worthwhile prey.


“Everyone, hold your positions and stick to what we practiced.”


“Yes, sir!”


At Kanghun’s command, the team moved in perfect coordination and surrounded the monster. They were facing a medium-sized beast with a single horn.


A One-Horned Beast.


These monsters were named One-Horned Beasts, Two-Horned Beasts, and so on according to their number of horns. They were difficult opponents unless one was an Adapter who had spent a fair amount of time in the Great Realm.


Usually, one first-stage Adapter could handle a single One-Horned Beast.


At present, Kanghun was the only first-stage Adapter on the team.


‘I don’t need to step in yet.’


Hunters of horned beasts usually formed parties of five so they could handle a One-Horned Beast without trouble.


This party was a little unique, though.


Four of its five members, including Kanghun, belonged to Red Fox Clan, a hunting clan.


None of them aside from Kanghun had even become first-stage Adapters yet, but they were already highly skilled at hunting One-Horned Beasts as a team. Before long, every one of them would become a first-stage Adapter.


[Leader, are you really going through with this?]


[Yes.]


[But that woman seems to have some sort of backing... Are you sure this is all right?]


[Don’t worry. I’ll take responsibility.]


Kanghun smacked his lips as he looked at the woman trembling beside him.


She was the only outsider in the party.


Her body was wrapped in a black robe, but it could not conceal her beauty. Scarlet hair occasionally showed through the folds of her robe, along with pale white skin. What caught Kanghun’s eye most were the accessories and items she carelessly revealed from time to time. Every single one was a luxury item.


Red Fox Clan, the hunting clan.


Any high-ranking Adapter who ruled this area knew that what they hunted was not actually monsters, but fellow Adapters.


And now, an innocent prey who knew nothing had walked straight into their grasp.


The woman’s affiliation and background were uncertain, but Kanghun did not take that too seriously. He had checked her with a spiritual power scanner before admitting her into the party.


‘She’s just a Non-Adapter, no matter what. So what if she has connections?’


Those items had probably been taken from travelers she had seduced with her looks. Kanghun’s gaze traveled over the woman’s voluptuous curves beneath her robe, filling with greed.


‘Maybe that worked on others until now, but things won’t go the way you want this time.’


Just then, the woman screamed as though she had made a mistake.


“Oh my, I’m sorry!”


“...It’s fine.”


Kanghun pulled the dagger embedded in his leather armor free and smiled.


‘This bitch.’


Perhaps it was her first time on a hunt, because everything she did was a mistake. Her positioning was a mess, and she often mistimed her attacks and struck allies like this. She was also the one who had lured the One-Horned Beast they were fighting over here.


‘She’s cute, so I’ll let it slide once.’


A moment later, though, the woman somehow brought over another One-Horned Beast.


“Eek! I’m sorry!”


“It’s fine. This works out even better. Let’s kill them both at once!”


They could handle two.


Kanghun was an Adapter nearing the end of the first stage, so he could fight about two One-Horned Beasts alone. He had been bored, so this was a welcome change.


He would catch the One-Horned Beasts, and catch the woman too.


Everything was fine until there were three One-Horned Beasts.


The woman who brought over the third one spoke again.


“Ahh, I’m sorry!”


“...Be careful next time.”


Kanghun’s expression hardened slightly.


Even for him, three One-Horned Beasts were too much.


‘What the hell is going on?’


Three One-Horned Beasts had appeared in such a short time. Where was she even finding all of them? It was enough to make one think ghosts were at work. At least they were One-Horned Beasts. If a Two-Horned Beast showed up...


“I’m sorrrry!”


The woman ran toward them, waving her hands wildly.


An enraged monster pursued her from behind. Its enormous body crushed broadleaf trees as it emerged. It stood at least ten feet tall.


And from its head protruded two thick horns.


‘...That fucking bitch?’


* * *


Jaehwan watched the scene from a distance.


They were all going to die at this rate.


They had fought the one-horned monsters well enough, but the moment a two-horned one appeared, they were all sent flying.


Jaehwan was a little disappointed.


He had thought everyone who had graduated from that Tower would be incredibly skilled... But watching them fight, he had begun to wonder how they had cleared the Tower at all.


And that woman, whose behavior was strange.


He could not tell whether she was trying to hunt or ruin the hunt.


She looked like the strongest one there. Were they on bad terms?


Jaehwan considered stepping in. He wanted to help, but he did not know exactly what was happening, so he could not make a hasty decision.


‘I'll watch a little longer.’


* * *


At last, the three One-Horned Beasts collapsed amid clouds of dust.


It had been a battle fought with every ounce of their strength.


‘Now only that bastard is left.’


If Kanghun had not been an Adapter nearing the end of the first stage, and if the Two-Horned Beast before them had not been a young specimen, they would have died several times over.


It also helped greatly that the clan master had obtained an intermediate skill from the upper clan, Fire King Hall.


Intermediate skill, 「Breath of the Fire King」.


「Breath of the Fire King」 doubled an Adapter’s combat power by igniting a faint flame on their sword. For first-stage Adapters who could not yet imbue their swords with spiritual power, it was a skill of truly overwhelming strength.


Kanghun had held out this long because he possessed that skill.


The excessive consumption of spiritual power made him dizzy, but he was certain they would win if they endured a little longer.


“Everyone, hold on a little longer! That thing is at its limit too!”


The exhausted Two-Horned Beast panted warily.


A Two-Horned Beast. What an unexpected prize.


Even if they did not take the woman’s items, if they could bring back the Two-Horned Beast’s horns...


“I’ll help too! Hup!”


“Gah?”


Kanghun trembled as he stared at the woman’s dagger lodged in his thigh.


The woman made an apologetic face.


“Haha, I’m sorry!”


“You fucking bitch!”


“Fucking bitch? That’s harsh. I was trying to help!”


The Two-Horned Beast charged.


Its horns flew toward him.


With a sharp clang, Kanghun’s sword snapped.


The Two-Horned Beast’s shadow covered his entire body.


“Daaammmn it!”


Then, in the next instant.


Something like a dazzling ray of light cut straight through the forest.


The Two-Horned Beast charging toward Kanghun lost its direction in an instant, then crashed down with a tremendous roar.


Splaaash!


Blue fluid burst from the Two-Horned Beast’s body and splattered Kanghun’s face. Kanghun could not understand what had happened.


Once the enormous body that had blocked out the sunlight was gone, a blade overflowing with black aura came into view.


It was a sword carrying such chilling sharpness that it made his skin crawl.


One glance was enough to tell that it was an extraordinary sword.


Then its owner appeared beneath the dazzling sun, and Kanghun could not help but gasp.


The man looked shabby, as though he had spent decades shut away in a tiny room. He looked nothing like the owner of such a magnificent sword.


Kanghun stared up at the disheveled figure in a daze before suddenly coming to his senses.


“W-who are you?”


To Jaehwan’s ears, the words sounded like this.


“■■Wh■o■■?!”


Nothing was ever easy, Jaehwan thought.


* * *


A little later, Jaehwan managed some simple communication with the group.


It was the result of using 「Doubt」 to its limit.


“Um, did you say your name was Jaehwan-nim?”


“Yeah.”


“You were just passing through?”


“Yeah.”


“And you can’t even speak the language here?”


“Yeah.”


“That’s strange. It’s extremely rare for a language barrier to arise here...”


“What?”


“...Still, are you really all right with our party taking the Two-Horned Beast’s corpse?”


“Yeah.”


“No take-backs?”


“Yeah.”


“Haha, you’re a cool one!”


Kanghun laughed heartily, in an excellent mood.


Of course he was happy. Today, he had hunted a Two-Horned Beast. What was more, he had been given its corpse in full.


“Ha ha ha! Hahahahaha!”


Jaehwan watched Kanghun for a moment before speaking.


“You look happy.”


“How could I not be? It’s a Two-Horned Beast! You don’t know what a Two-Horned Beast is?”


“Yeah.”


“...Hahaha! What a joke!”


They had taken down a Two-Horned Beast with a One-Horned Beast party. It could only have happened through the blessings of the gods.


A Non-Adapter would struggle even to wound one, while a first-stage Adapter had to give everything they had just to damage it. That was what a Two-Horned Beast was.


Even if they combined the entire party’s combat power, hunting one was impossible.


To be more precise, it was absolutely impossible.


It was not something determination alone could overcome.


Going by the information on their abilities that the System had quantified, they could die and come back to life a hundred times and still never hunt that Two-Horned Beast.


“How strong is a monster like that around here?”


“Well... It’s powerful to us, but our clan master could kill one easily.”


Kanghun’s face was full of pride as he said it.


Red Fox Clan was a medium-sized clan with the greatest momentum in this area.


“Is this clan master of yours strong?”


“...Surely you aren’t asking because you genuinely don’t know? You’ve never heard of Red Fox Clan?”


“Yeah.”


Kanghun’s eyebrow twitched.


“But you’ve been speaking informally this whole time. Are you really bad at talking?”


“Yeah.”


“Hah...”


Kanghun forced down the anger rising inside him and tried to smile. It certainly left a bad taste in his mouth, but enduring this much was nothing compared to what he had gained today.


After hunting a Two-Horned Beast, he would probably be promoted to a second-stage Adapter once this hunt was over.


At the back of the party, the clumsy woman watching all this felt sick to her stomach.


The woman who had brought three additional horned beasts over during the battle had pretended to be foolish, but as expected, she was no ordinary woman.


‘Ugh, what a waste.’


Mino, an assassin of Black Forest Hall, one of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


Among assassins, she was known as the Witch of Massacre.


The Witch of Massacre joining a One-Horned Beast party?


Anyone who knew her would have laughed themselves silly.


She was a formidable Adapter capable of facing even Three-Horned Beasts alone. There was only one reason she had joined a One-Horned Beast party.


‘Of all things, I had to accept a request like this.’


Some time ago, Mino had received a request from an Adapter to deal with Red Fox Clan’s One-Horned Beast party. The problem was that this was not an official request made through Black Forest Hall.


Assassins belonging to Black Forest Hall were forbidden from accepting private requests as a rule.


That was why she had not acted directly, and had gone through the trouble of luring monsters over. It would be troublesome if her identity was exposed.


‘Seriously... I thought the Two-Horned Beast would finish them all.’


Her unique skill, 「Lure」, was the ability that had earned her the nickname Witch of Massacre. Thanks to this skill, she could easily draw nearby monsters toward herself. She had dealt with human hunters this way many times before.


Everything had been going according to plan.


It had gone smoothly.


Until that man claiming to be a passing traveler appeared and killed the Two-Horned Beast.


‘Passing traveler, my ass...’


Mino glanced at the corpse of the Two-Horned Beast that Kanghun and the others had slung over their shoulders.


The image of the blade piercing through the Two-Horned Beast remained vivid in her mind. The others seemed not to have seen it properly, but Mino had witnessed that strike from very close by.


The fact that the man had hunted a Two-Horned Beast was not all that impressive on its own. One could find quite a few people in Chaos who could kill one.


The problem was how he had killed it.


The man had killed the Two-Horned Beast by simply stabbing it.
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Killing a Two-Horned Beast without using a skill.


Was such a thing even possible?


It was impossible not only for Mino, but for most Adapters. Perhaps the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos could do it, but why would someone that powerful be in a place like this?


"You're Jaehwan, right?"


As she strode toward him, the Red Fox Clan members recoiled and took three or four steps back.


They probably thought she was showing interest in him. For now, that misunderstanding was convenient.


"Yeah."


"Did you perhaps come from a Great Family?"


At the words Great Family, the looks in the Red Fox Clan members' eyes changed strangely. In this land, the term had an obvious meaning.


"I've heard that young members of Great Families from the 《Great Realm》 sometimes visit here for amusement. Could you be...?"


The man seemed to think for a moment, then lightly shook his head.


"No."


Mino had assumed he was not from a Great Family.


Those born into Great Families usually traveled in groups, and their clothes were flashy enough to recognize at a glance.


Still, she had brought up Great Families and approached him for one reason.


- Skill, 「Precision Scan」 has been activated.


To use this skill.


- Skill, 「Precision Scan」 has failed.


...The scan failed at this distance?


It was strange, but no defensive message had appeared, so it was not the effect of a mental barrier skill. Perhaps the 《Interface System》 was unstable right now.


Mino gritted her teeth and prepared another method of investigation as she looked him over again.


The first thing that stood out was his clumsy gait.


It made no sense. If he was strong enough to kill a Two-Horned Beast with one stab, he should have learned good footwork or running techniques.


Footwork and running skills were the most important skills for survival. When faced with someone stronger, a person had to be able to run without looking back.


Yet the man did not seem to have learned any skills of that kind.


Then something even stranger happened.


- This individual's spiritual power value is '0'.


An unbelievable number appeared on the spiritual power meter she had used without thinking.


In the terms of the 《Great Realm》, having zero spiritual power meant one thing.


This man was a Non-Adapter.


"Let's rest here for a while."


Kanghun, the party leader, settled down a short distance away with the other three men. Soon, a hawk formed from spiritual power flew into the sky from his side.


The skill 「Messenger Hawk」.


It seemed he was reporting today's haul to the clan.


Mino sat on a fallen tree trunk beside Jaehwan.


Silence settled between them.


Unable to stand it any longer, Mino finally spoke.


"Who are you?"


For the sake of carrying out requests accurately, Black Forest Hall provided its assassins with specialized measuring devices. There was always a chance an assassination target might be hiding their true ability.


Even high-level Adapters capable of controlling their power could not evade Black Forest Hall's measuring devices. The man's spiritual power coefficient was lower than anyone here.


"I saw you kill that Two-Horned Beast in one blow."


She thought that was a meaningful opening, but he did not answer. Wondering if she had pressed too hard, Mino decided to be more polite.


"Even throughout all of 《Chaos》, it is hard to find an Adapter who can kill a Two-Horned Beast with a simple stab. Who are you, and where did you come from?"


"...What is 《Chaos》?"


Mino opened her mouth, then closed it. She asked sharply.


"Are you trying to mess with me?"


"No."


"Then why would you say that?"


"Because I don't know."


"...What don't you know? You're saying you don't know 《Chaos》?"


"Yeah."


"How could someone who doesn't know 《Chaos》 end up here?"


At that question, the man frowned, looking troubled.


"Could it be that you don't understand what I'm saying?"


As she watched him fall silent, Mino finally realized what was happening.


It seemed he had a language barrier.


In that case, it was only natural that he might not understand words like Chaos or identity.


"Um, so..."


Mino tried to explain the word identity in simpler terms.


It was not easy. She had never seriously thought about the word herself.


The identity she knew was entirely based on individual information defined by the 《System》.


A status window listing things like name, abilities, and affiliation.


"Let's see..."


Showing him her status window would help explain identity, but revealing personal information was taboo among Adapters. Showing one's skills or status values was no different from openly displaying one's weaknesses.


Besides, she was an assassin of Black Forest Hall.


In the end, Mino decided to show him one of the fake identification cards she had prepared for public use.


"Let's see..."


She had created many identification cards, but never one for a situation like this, which left Mino a little flustered.


Perhaps that was why.


"This is my identi..."


Mino's finger moved toward Public4.


At that moment, the identification card screen facing the man malfunctioned. As a result, Mino pressed Secret7 beside it instead of Public4.


+


Name: Han Mino

Height: 165 cm

Weight: 47 kg

Physical traits: A beauty mark beneath her left eye, a small mole on the inner side of her right breast

Hobby: Reading

Preferred type: Kind men, the type who loses by day and loses by night


+


Jaehwan tilted his head as he stared at the status window.


"This isn't the kind of thing I was curious about."


"Aaaah! No, wait! This is the wrong one..."


"It hardly tells me anything about who you are."


Mino was about to explain that this was a fake identification card she had made to assassinate a target hiding in a salon, but she stopped herself.


Did this man really need that much explanation? No, more importantly, was she not overlooking something?


"...Wait. You understand perfectly well what identity means!"


"I never said I didn't."


"You're suddenly speaking perfectly well now. Have you been fooling me this whole time?"


"Me?"


"Enough of this. Tell me who you are already!"


Jaehwan's lips twitched as he watched Mino shout.


The truth was, there was another reason he had hesitated to answer.


Identity.


The moment he heard that word, something stirred inside him.


Jaehwan could not tell what he was supposed to call himself.


Back when he was still on Earth, he had been someone's son and someone's friend. He went to university and had belonged to a club for a short while. He worried about finding a job, sometimes worried about the state of his country, and had many concerns about the future.


After entering the Tower, he had lost all of that.


Instead, he had gained new Companions and new memories.


Yoonhwan, Seoyul, Jay...


But when the Tutorial ended, they disappeared like a mirage. He alone remembered that terrible past now. The Companions who had been with him might still be alive somewhere on Earth, but they were no longer the Companions they had once been.


Not one of them would remember Jaehwan.


Everything had left him.


The past, the future, the people.


Yet he was still here, alive.


Then who am I?


"I don't remember."


It was the most honest answer Jaehwan could give.


An answer that was utterly honest, and utterly lonely.


Of course, Mino took it in a completely different way.


"Well, look at you. An 'Abyss powerhouse.'"


"...?"


"That's what Abyss powerhouses always say. 'I don't remember at all.'"


"Abyss powerhouse?"


"Oh, so you are pretending not to know that too. You're really thorough with your act. But do you know something? With skill like yours, pretending to be an Abyss powerhouse is..."


Just as Jaehwan was about to say she seemed to have misunderstood something badly, the sword in his hand suddenly began to hum.


The sound startled Mino into silence. She had known it was no ordinary sword, but she had not expected it to make a sound.


Then something even more astonishing happened.


"Fine, I get it. Stop pestering me."


Jaehwan crouched down and rummaged through his backpack. Then the blade of his sword opened wide like a mouth and began crunching through the things Jaehwan gave it.


Mino's eyes widened.


...A spirit weapon?
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A spirit weapon, one of the extremely rare weapons said to grow by consuming other items, even in the 《Great Realm》. Mino had only heard of them. This was the first time she had seen one herself.


If that item truly was a spirit weapon, then the man's incomprehensible strength made sense.


Killing a Two-Horned Beast with a basic Stab.


The monstrous attack power of a spirit weapon could easily make that possible. As expected, it was not the man's skill that had killed the Two-Horned Beast, but the sword's power.


Mino reflexively glanced toward Kanghun and the Red Fox Clan members before speaking to Jaehwan.


"Put that away. Quickly."


Whoever the man was, casually showing off a spirit weapon in front of others was proof that he was inexperienced at adventuring.


Spirit weapons were powerful, but Adapters who relied heavily on their weapons were inevitably vulnerable to traps.


It was certain. Mino did not know who this man was, but he would soon be killed.


Of course, that had nothing to do with Mino.


All she had to do was carry out this request.


...That was how it was supposed to be.


The Red Fox Clan group was returning from afar.


They were all grinning, as though their conversation had gone well. Mino quickly stepped in front of Jaehwan, who was still feeding the spirit weapon, and naturally took both his hands.


"Wow, I never thought I'd meet someone from my hometown here. Jaehwan! You're definitely that Jaehwan from back then, right?"


Jaehwan tried to pull his arms free as she abruptly closed the distance, but Mino was persistent.


"We definitely parted ways after clearing the Tower of Nightmares together. Which region did you say you were going to? I can't remember very well."


Jaehwan looked at Mino as she pressed her face close to his with an embarrassingly sweet voice. She continued.


"You said you'd tell me later, but I never heard from you, so I was disappointed. Still, perhaps it really was fate that we met again like this."


"I never..."


Jaehwan stared up at Mino, wondering what this was about. The woman wore an expression so natural it was almost impressive. Then he saw Mino kick his Ice Dragon Sword behind her, hiding it among the packs.


Something clicked in his mind.


Ah. So that was it.


Red Fox Clan was approaching from afar. The woman was earnestly trying to tell him something with her eyes. Then her voice entered his mind.


It was the 「Push」 skill.


"Oh, you've lost your memories. That can happen."


[I'll protect your cover, so please stop talking nonsense and stay still. Unless you want those bastards to notice you.]


He had not met people for a long time. He had forgotten this feeling.


Right.


This was what they called "party play."


Party play, where ignorant travelers were used, abandoned, and killed. He had experienced it thoroughly in the Tower of Nightmares already.


That was why the woman's actions were truly unexpected.


Come to think of it, something similar might have happened when he first met Seoyul.


...Though he could hardly remember now.


"Oh my, you had lost your memories? So that's why you were so awkward with words."


Kanghun, the party leader, had come close enough to smile at them. Mino answered him calmly.


"That's what he says. Amnesia happens sometimes to people who have just entered 《Chaos》."


Kanghun smiled as if he understood.


"Well, coming to Chaos can be quite a shock."


"Some people piss themselves on the way here. Looks like that happened to this guy too."


Kanghun's party snickered at Jaehwan, apparently finding it hilarious.


From Jaehwan's perspective, it was a strange thing to say.


No matter how he thought about it, breaking out of the Tower had not been frightening enough to make someone piss themselves.


Mino added, "It might not simply be because he came to 《Chaos》. He could be an Abyss powerhouse. Abyss powerhouses usually suffer from amnesia."


"An Abyss powerhouse? Ha! What a joke."


Kanghun burst into exaggerated laughter.


Still, Mino seemed to have successfully diverted their attention. A Push came from her when their eyes met.


[You owe me one.]


Her smile curved like a crescent moon.


* * *


A little later, Jaehwan was paying dearly for that smile.


For reference, the information Jaehwan had received from Mino so far was as follows.


First, the members of this party were vicious criminals.


Second, for personal reasons, Mino had to wipe out this entire party.


Third, again for personal reasons, Mino could not reveal her identity.


Fourth, if they did not take care of this party tonight, Mino and Jaehwan would die.


Putting it all together, the conclusion was simple.


'You're asking me to join your side?'


Mino read his lips and answered through Push.


[We're already on the same side.]


'So you're saying I should kill them.'


Still, something about blindly accepting that sat badly with him.


They looked like bad people at a glance, but it was not right to judge people based on prejudice alone. Jay, the Tower's blacksmith, had also made a rough first impression, yet he had been a good person.


[They'll definitely make a move. I tried to hide it, but they noticed, one hundred percent. Spirit weapon or not, they'll definitely target your weapon. I don't think they believe your cover either.]


'So?'


[The answer is to strike first. Your weapon is good, so if you attack first, victory is guaranteed.]


'And if I don't want to?'


[...If you're going to run, you should leave quickly. With your footwork, they'll catch up to you in an instant.]


Night fell.


It was Kanghun, the leader, who suggested that they camp now that it had grown dark. According to the map, a village was not far ahead. Even so, Kanghun claimed that moving at night could agitate the horned beasts and proposed spending the night outdoors.


Pretending to sleep, Jaehwan used 「Doubt」.


Soon, he began hearing their conversation through Push.


[Leader, is it really true?]


[Yeah. I checked earlier just in case. It's definitely a spirit weapon.]


Jaehwan clicked his tongue inwardly. The woman had been right.


[A spirit weapon...]


[It's a weapon that grows by devouring other equipment. They're expensive weapons said to be used only by Lords in the Great Realm.]


[...Weapons used by Lords? Then could that guy...]


The "spirit weapon" apparently referred to the Ice Dragon Sword.


It was a little unexpected. According to the information Beastrein had given him, the items from the 《Tower of Nightmares》 were little better than trash compared to the collectibles of the 《Great Realm》.


Yet they were so desperate over a single sword?


[He's definitely not a Lord. If a Lord appeared in Chaos, this whole area would already be in an uproar.]


[Even if he isn't a Lord, he's strong. You saw him kill that Two-Horned Beast in one blow.]


[You really only know one thing and not the next.]


Kanghun spoke mockingly.


[Did you see how he killed the Two-Horned Beast?]


[Well... Something went whoosh.]


[That guy killed the Two-Horned Beast with a Stab.]


[What?]


The man sounded startled.


[How is that possible?]


[Of course it isn't possible. I guarantee you, there are fewer than ten people in all of 《Chaos》 who could kill a Two-Horned Beast in one strike with Stab.]


[Th-then you're saying he's incredibly strong?!]


[You're really frustrating... Hey, stop fooling around and turn on the measuring device. Measure that bastard's spiritual power.]


[Yes, sir!]


A little later.


[Huh? Leader. That guy's spiritual power is at the level of a Non-Adapter. It's even lower than mine.]


[Right?]


Kanghun chuckled.


[Then how the hell did he kill the Two-Horned Beast?]


[Have you already forgotten how we started this conversation?]


[Uh... Don't tell me?!]


[Exactly.]


The men stood there with their mouths agape.


[Are spirit weapons really that powerful?]


[As far as I know, artifacts like spirit weapons can only be obtained after entering the 《Abyss》. You've heard about the Abyss, haven't you?]


[You mean the 《Abyss》 called the "Branch" of the 《Tree of Illusion》?]


[That's right. That Abyss.]


[To think it is the Abyss of the Branch...]


Jaehwan did not know what profound subject they were talking about, but the men had clearly misunderstood something.


Still, "Branch"...


The memo in the Tower had said that the 《Tower of Nightmares》 was the "Root." If the 《Abyss》 was a "Branch," then there had to be a "Trunk" somewhere too.


[Have you been to the Branch, Leader?]


[How could I have? If you climb too far by mistake, you'll be spiritually annihilated at once. Be content with the Trunk. 《Chaos》 is a livable place in its own way.]


So this was 《Chaos》, the Trunk. Then what exactly did 《Great Realm》 refer to?


[Leader, then how did this guy obtain a spirit weapon?]


[Could he be an Adapter from a Great Family? If he has something like a spirit weapon, that's possible.]


[Those from Great Families notify us in advance before visiting Chaos. As far as I know, the most recent family to send notice was the Green Moth Family. Does that guy look anything like he comes from the Green Moth Family?]


[True. I heard the Green Moth Family members have antennae-like things on their heads.]


Kanghun nodded.


[And there's conclusive evidence that he isn't from a Great Family.]


[What is it?]


[The smell.]


[The smell?]


[Don't you notice a strange scent coming from him?]


[Could this be...?]


Kanghun tapped his nose and grinned.


[That's right. The Scent of Dreams.]


[The Scent of Dreams only comes from the "Root" or the "Branch"... Then this guy is one of two things. Either an 「Abyss powerhouse」, or a beginner. Maybe just as that woman said...]


Jaehwan reflexively sniffed his own arm.


He had not known he smelled like that.


[Of course he's not an Abyss powerhouse. It makes no sense for an Abyss powerhouse to be a Non-Adapter.]


[Then that guy is...]


No one answered, but the atmosphere already had its answer. Jaehwan could hear desire stirring.


[...What should we do about the woman?]


[Deal with her yourselves. This is more important right now.]


[Heh, then we'll take care of the woman.]


The men began to move quietly.


Mino had been right.


These bastards were bad people.


He had expected it, but seeing it unfold so openly still left him feeling hollow. Not expecting anything did not mean it was not bitter.


Life was like this anyway.


Had it not always been?


At that moment, something rolled into Jaehwan and bumped against him.


"Oh my."


A woman's damp hand closed around his right wrist.


"I didn't know you were here, Jaehwan. You're quite the lecher."


[What are you doing? Those bastards are making their move!]


"Oh my! Jaehwan! Those bastards have swords! Aah! Save me!"


[You aren't going back on our promise now, are you?]


The first plan was for Jaehwan to recite his designated line around now and fight.


For reference, the line Jaehwan had originally been scheduled to recite was as follows.


'Everything came back to me at just the right moment! Hehe, I am an 「Abyss Powerhouse」 who came to punish you bastards!'


There was no way he would say something like that.


[Those bastards have drawn their swords and are charging at us! Decide whether you're fighting or running, quickly!]


Mino shouted urgently.


Jaehwan only shrugged.


Strictly speaking, he had never promised anything. Mino had simply informed him of everything on her own.


A blade flew through the air.


"Kill the pair of them!"


A flustered Mino rolled once while holding Jaehwan. The blade embedded itself in the ground where they had been moments ago.


Mino shouted, "Take out your weapon! That black sword! Kill them with it!"


"I don't have it."


"What?"


"I said I don't have it."


Without a word, Jaehwan nodded toward his back. Mino's eyes widened as she followed his gaze.


No, why was it over there?


"You put it in the pack earlier."


"...You still haven't taken it back?"


"It kept asking for food. It was annoying."


"No, what kind of person are you..."


Of course, that was not why he had not taken it back.


Jaehwan had left the sword there for an entirely different reason.


Kanghun slowly pulled the Ice Dragon Sword from the pack, his lips curling into a delighted grin. Jaehwan confirmed the sight, then smiled at Mino.


Now he could finally see this woman's true abilities.
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Kanghun and the men wielding swords began to surround Mino.


"Stay still. We'll make you feel good soon enough."


Mino lowered her head with her eyes tightly shut.


At first glance, she looked like someone who had given up on everything. But the assassins of the Black Forest Hall knew what happened to the enemies before her whenever she wore that expression.


Mino moved her hand almost at the same moment three men rushed at her.


It was so fast that no one could see her make a move.


The three men besides Kanghun trembled as if struck by lightning, then collapsed where they stood. Each had a dagger buried in their chest.


"Sorry. I threw them a little too hard. I'm pretty pissed off right now."


Mino smiled, but her voice turned chilling.


"The monster lure failed... my partner won't listen... and some random bastard has the spirit weapon. Nothing is going my way, is it?"


Her smile was innocent, but Kanghun felt his heart tremble.


"Why don't you give that sword back to its owner already?"

"...And if I refuse?"

"You don't seem to know this, but people always come to a bad end when they get their hands on something beyond their station."

"I'm far more suited to this sword than that guy."

"You think so? Then I guess there's no helping it."


Mino flung off her black robe, revealing black night clothes beneath. Seven daggers slowly rose from within her collar.


"From now on, very bad things are going to happen to you."


Kanghun stared at her for a moment, then spoke in a hollow voice.


"So you really are the Witch of Massacre."

"What, you knew?"

"...How could I not? It would have been stranger not to notice when you were luring monsters over so easily from the start."


Kanghun's voice sounded like he was grinding his teeth.


Mino pressed a hand to her forehead and muttered softly.


"Haah, this is driving me crazy. What am I going to hear from our Hall Master this time...? Well, it won't matter if I kill them all."


A tremendous spiritual pressure burst from Mino, who was supposedly a Non-Adapter. It was the kind only high-level Adapters could release.


Kanghun groaned.


"I heard the assassins of the Black Forest Hall could control their spiritual pressure at will. So it was true."

"A scrub like you knows quite a lot."

"...Who the hell commissioned the Black Forest Hall?"

"What does it matter who placed the commission? There are more than enough people in Chaos who want you dead after you kept hunting down and killing Non-Adapters who didn't know any better."

"What? The Black Forest Hall wouldn't move just because of people like..."


Kanghun trailed off, then abruptly looked as if he had realized something.


"Did you take this commission personally?"

"...Am I obligated to answer that?"

"If that's the case, you can never face us, Witch of Massacre."

"What?"


Mino sensed the atmosphere around them subtly changing. The air in the grass nearby had felt suspicious for some time now.


She had sensed a considerable number of spiritual pressures around them. But the village was not far away, and those pressures had been scattered about, so she had thought nothing of it.


Now, the groups of Adapters were gradually gathering at a single point.


"A witch from the Black Forest Hall appeared, along with a human who killed a Two-Horned Beast in one strike. Did you think I wouldn't call anyone?"

"Don't tell me..."


The image of Kanghun sending out a Messenger Hawk while on watch flashed through her mind. Kanghun chuckled.


"Well, I wouldn't have called this many if I'd known getting the spirit weapon would be so easy."


Night had fallen. Black silhouettes appeared one by one above the thick broadleaf forest. There were dozens of them. All were at least first-stage Adapters. There were even a few second-stage Adapters among them.


One of those emerging from the darkness was someone Mino could not guarantee victory against even in a one-on-one fight.


He had covered his head with a black hood and wore a cloak woven from black fox fur.


"Don't tell me even you came, Black Fox."

"Witch of Massacre."

"You must have a lot of free time lately."

"You should consider it an honor. Half of Red Fox Clan has gathered to hunt you."


Black Fox Klant.


Nearly everyone in this area recognized his name. He was a powerful Third Adapter and the clan master of Red Fox Clan.


"...What a fucking honor."


She said that, but the situation was terrible.


The standoff bristled with killing intent. The battle would begin the moment anyone moved first. Having roughly assessed the number of enemies, Mino asked without turning around.


"Hey, Abyss powerhouse. Are you there?"


A voice came from behind her.


"I am."

"I should have said this sooner. I'm sorry."

"..."

"I wanted to create a scene where the Abyss powerhouse wiped out Red Fox Clan and their gang."

"I know."

"...You do?"


At Mino's surprised voice, Jaehwan recited in a mechanical tone.


"Everything came back to me at just the right time! Hehe, I am the 「Abyss powerhouse」, here to punish you bastards!"

"...What, did you actually memorize that?"

"If you had written the lines to sound cooler, I might have been willing to say them."


Mino smiled.


"No wonder you weren't very cooperative. Of course, it was my fault for forcing you into it."


She smiled playfully, but her voice was serious.


"I really am sorry."


Those words carried many emotions.


Jaehwan silently looked up at Mino's back.


He knew as well. This woman had not held much malice toward him. If anything, she had been trying to help him survive.


Mino bit her lip and added, "Run away now."

"Why?"

"Because I can't protect you."


As she spoke, Mino threw something behind her. Jaehwan caught the object flying toward him and asked, "What is this?"

"A Return Stone. Use it and you can escape to the nearest fortress. There's only one, so you should use it at least."

"What about you?"


Mino gave no answer.


Jaehwan quietly looked down at the object called a Return Stone. Its appearance felt strangely familiar. Its overall shape resembled a certain stone he hated more than anything.


But this stone was not one that took people to the past.


It was a stone that saved someone's present.


It was a stone used by people trying, somehow, to survive today and move toward tomorrow.


Yoonhwan.


For the first time in a while, Jaehwan thought of his friend's name.


The name of the friend he had failed to save on the ninety-eighth floor of the Tower.


Yoonhwan had been holding a stone then, too.


Yoonhwan had acted as though it were the 「Stone of Regression」, but Jaehwan had known even then.


That stone could not take anyone anywhere.


What if he could have placed this stone in Yoonhwan's hand back then?


What if...


Without thinking, Jaehwan gripped the Return Stone tightly.


As if the stone were some precious answer he had found. The stone curled into his grasp as though it were alive. Jaehwan opened his mouth.


"Let me ask you one thing."

"...What? Now?"

"If there were a way to return to the past, would you go back?"


Mino looked at him as if he were absurd.


"...Do you really have to ask something like that in a situation like this?"


She laughed as though wondering what kind of person he was, then answered without hesitation.


As though such a question did not deserve even a moment of thought.


"Of course not. I'd never go back."

"Why?"

"I worked really hard to get here."


She added no explanation, yet in that moment Jaehwan could feel the entirety of the life she had lived.


"Even if I die, I'll die today. I'll never go back to the past."


Why was it that those words, that she would die today, made his heart race?


Did she know? That the answer she had casually given would change all of her fate?


Jaehwan placed a hand on Mino's shoulder, then strode forward.


Mino blankly watched his back.


He took the terrifying step forward with ease, as though he could not feel that overwhelming killing intent at all.


"You won't die today."


* * *


‘...What had that man just said?’


Mino came to her senses a moment later.


She could not believe it.


Was he not suffering from amnesia, but had simply gone mad?


And how could he say something that embarrassing so easily...? Was that his concept this time?


"Wait, you don't even have a sword!"

"I have another one."


A sword slowly emerged from Jaehwan's Dimensional Bag.


It was the True Dragon Sword he had obtained on the eighty-eighth floor of the Tower of Nightmares.


Mino shouted, "A sword like that won't be enough to...!"


Before she could finish, the battle began.


The Adapters hidden throughout the brush rushed in with terrifying speed.


Weapons of every kind slashed and struck toward him. Some of them possessed troublesome skills.


Mino recognized that skill at a glance.


Fire King Fourteen Forms.


It was one of the signature offensive skills of the Fire King Hall, one of Chaos's ten great factions. A mid-level swordsmanship skill which, when cultivated to the extreme, allowed brilliant flames to rise from the sword and sweep away everything nearby at once. That was Fire King Fourteen Forms.


Mino's complexion darkened sharply.


"So it was true that the Fire King Hall was selling skills to lower clans..."


The forest was becoming a sea of fire. The flames of the Fire King burned and devoured everything. Mad foxes ran rampant within the blaze.


At the center of the heat, Jaehwan quietly took his stance before his enemies.


Mino knew what Jaehwan was about to do.


She knew too well, which was why she had to stop him.


No matter how powerful a spirit weapon was, it could not contend with Fire King Fourteen Forms without a skill of equal rank.


Then, in the next moment, Mino doubted her eyes.


No, she had to doubt all five of her senses.


The laws of time were breaking apart right before her.


For a brief moment, Mino could see it. Every blade approaching Jaehwan slowing down. Then Jaehwan's movements as he glided through that forest of blades as though swimming through it.


...Was she dreaming?


Not a single attack reached Jaehwan's body, which looked as though it would be sent flying by one hit. Jaehwan seemed like someone who did not exist there at all.


「Doubt」


At the center of those blades, there was a path Jaehwan could see. A perfectly straight and orderly path of the sword, visible only to one who doubted this world.


Jaehwan's sword moved along that path.


It was a Stab.
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A Stab, neither fast nor slow.


Not graceful, but flowing in a precise rhythm like music, the sword point touched the enemies' bodies and drew away. Lightning-like flashes burst and stained the darkness.

Five or six charging Red Fox Clan members scattered into dust with screams.


"You bastard! Kill him!"


The flustered Red Fox Clan members paired up and broadened the angles of their assault. Blasts from the Fire King Fourteen Forms came at Jaehwan from east, west, south, and north. The ultimate move of the Fire King Fourteen Forms, Cruciform Immolation, had been unleashed all at once.


A prison of fire shaped like a cross.


It was a strike that would have left anyone helpless, not just Jaehwan.

The smug faces of the Red Fox Clan members came into view.

Then, a moment later, Jaehwan's figure wavered into sight from within the flames.


"......How?"


Jaehwan stood there, having taken almost no damage from the blazing heat.

And that was not all.


「Understanding」


The flames of the Fire King Fourteen Forms, their force fading, were swirling around the tip of Jaehwan's sword.

As if those flames had originated from Jaehwan's blade from the very beginning.


Something tremendous was about to happen.


The clan master of Red Fox Clan, Black Fox Klant, felt a chilling premonition and shouted urgently.


"Everyone, get away!"


From the sword's point, a Stab unfolded.

No, could something like that even be called a Stab?


The oxygen in the air condensed, and for an instant, silence fell.


Within that brief silence, every Adapter, including Black Fox Klant, found breathing difficult, their lungs seeming to shrink.

As a Third Adapter, Klant had experienced moments like this a few times in his life.


They were the moments when he stood before the Ten Great Hall Masters, counted among the strongest in Chaos.


The condensed oxygen exploded, opening a path of fire, and forest and people alike were swept up together in the storm. Splintered wood and broken equipment flew through the air. The screams were swallowed by the roar.

All that remained where the flames passed was charred ruin. One tree, still holding a few embers, toppled to the ground with a heavy thud.


And Mino watched the entire scene from beginning to end.


Only then did she realize.

The reason that man named Jaehwan had handed over the Two-Horned Beast's corpse so easily was not because he was a fool.

The reason he had taken out his spirit weapon in front of everyone, fed it, and left it lying there was not because he was careless.

The reason he had not run even while surrounded by countless Adapters was not because he was dull to danger.


It was because he was far too strong.


Black Fox Klant, who had barely managed to take refuge up in a tree, muttered with a dazed expression,


"......Where the hell did a guy like that come from?"


They had received a suspicious report that some brat carrying a spirit weapon had shown up at the "witch hunt" they had planned.


But when they actually came, there was a monster waiting for them.


Stopping the Fire King Fourteen Forms had not been enough, he had dismantled the skill and turned its force back on them. That single blow had crippled most of their fighters.

A seasoned Third Adapter could nullify a mid-level skill with spiritual power.

But even Klant had never heard of anyone dismantling a skill and then applying it like that.

He could not even begin to guess what level of Adapter Jaehwan was.


"Th-This can't be happening!"


Kanghun stammered under Klant's gaze.


"Everyone, withdraw."


Kanghun ground his teeth.


"I have a spirit weapon. If it's this weapon, the one that killed the Two-Horned Beast in a single blow, I can beat that bastard!"


Klant glanced at the black sword Kanghun claimed was a spirit weapon, then shook his head.


"It's impossible. The gap in skill is too wide."

"That's not true!"


Eyes sharp with refusal, Kanghun turned his back on Klant and started charging toward Jaehwan.

He could see Jaehwan approaching through the flames.

Kanghun immediately used his sure-kill skill.

This was the blade that had killed a Two-Horned Beast with nothing but a mere Stab.


With this, surely...


But the all-out strike missed with absurd ease.

His sword swung in desperation.

Again and again, it sliced uselessly through empty air.

The difference in combat power was overwhelming. Strength gradually drained from his grip.

Kanghun's blade, overlaid with skill, was caught limply in Jaehwan's hand.


Why?


Past memories flashed through Kanghun's mind like a lantern reel.

Graduating from the Tower, wandering the 《Great Realm》 while narrowly surviving death after death, and finally arriving here in 《Chaos》.

Training skills to death, piling up stats to death.

Joining Red Fox Clan and hunting Adapters.

Being pointed at by other Adapters, cursed as despicable, and still somehow dragging himself all the way here through all of it.


They had been hard years to endure.

That was why he understood it even less.


Kanghun remembered clearly the spiritual power value he had seen for Jaehwan on the measuring device.


[Target Spiritual Power: 154]


Considering that the average first-stage Adapter had 1,000, it was an utterly pathetic spiritual power value.

The enemy before his eyes was, beyond doubt, a Non-Adapter.


"How can someone with a value like that......"


At the hollow mutter, Jaehwan's eyes grew deeper, as if he could see straight through Kanghun's thoughts.


Values.


It had been a long time since Jaehwan had heard that word.

There had once been a time when he, too, had struggled to raise even a single value, to gain even a single level.


Those hellish days in the Tower.


The days when he fought desperately just to get an item even a little stronger than other people's, just to have stats even a little higher.


Jaehwan understood Kanghun.

Because he understood him, he could say it.


"That's why you're weak."

"......What?"


One step, then two.

Each time Jaehwan came closer, Kanghun retreated without realizing it. He could not understand the depth contained in Jaehwan's eyes.


It was something Kanghun did not know.

Something that could not be laid out in numbers or descriptions.


By the time he came to his senses, Kanghun was already on his knees. Jaehwan reached out and took the sword from Kanghun's hand. Then, pulling the hilt toward his own body, he leveled the sword's point at the fleeing Red Fox Clan members.


Stab.

Unlike before, his posture was serious and solemn.


As if he were showing them that this was how Stab was meant to be done.

Kanghun trembled like someone who knew exactly what was about to happen next.


"......W-What are you, exactly?"


At the same moment Kanghun's eyes filled with despair, a ray of light shot out.

An intense and terrifying force, as though it were aiming at the entire world.

Klant, who had fled far away, looked back in alarm.

But it was already too late.


"That's impossible......"


Klant collapsed to the ground with his chest pierced through.

Similar sounds rang out one after another from all through the brush.

That was the last thing Kanghun saw.


* * *


A dark night. A forest dotted sparsely with starlight.

A burning campfire, sparks leaping from it now and then.

Looking up at the black sky, Mino recalled a memory from long ago for the first time in a while.


"Mino, you're far too unlike an assassin."


Those were the words the Black Forest Hall Master had said to her on the day Mino first failed an assignment.

More precisely, they were also the words Mino heard from the Black Forest Hall Master every time she failed an assignment.

The Hall Master always said the same thing.

That human softness of hers would kill her someday.


Mino had wanted to deny it.


So, even though she knew perfectly well it was against the rules, she had been taking personal commissions left and right and carrying them out.

And only the difficult ones, commissions to bring down vicious criminals. Perhaps because she had hoped that maybe she could learn something from their cruelty.

For half a year, while wiping out party after party of criminals, she gained the empty fame of being called the Witch of Massacre.

But today, Mino wanted to say this.


"Hall Master. Did you know? I survived today by acting nothing like an assassin."


Mino looked over at Jaehwan, who was leaning against a nearby tree trunk. The man silently feeding equipment to his sword only seemed stranger the longer she watched him.


Who in the world was this man?


The dazzling battle Jaehwan had shown would not leave her mind. She had never seen martial prowess like that before. It was such astonishing martial prowess that she felt embarrassed by the fact she had told him to run and handed him a Return Stone.


"Hey."


In the end, after hesitating for a long while, Mino spoke first.


"Who are you, really? You're not actually an Abyss powerhouse, are you?"


Jaehwan looked at her for a moment, then turned his gaze back to his sword.


"Why are you suddenly using formal speech?"

"That's not what's important right now."


Mino persisted and opened her mouth again.


"......I'm really curious, so won't you tell me?"


Looking at Mino, Jaehwan let out a faint snort of laughter, as if some thought had crossed his mind. Then he said,


"You already know who I am."

"......What?"

"You've forgotten already?"


He looked disappointed. Mino fell into confusion.

He had already told her? When had he told her?

But no matter how hard she tried to remember, nothing came to mind.

After she spent a long time mulling it over, Jaehwan slowly shook his head and said,


"Looks like you've got amnesia. Are you an Abyss powerhouse too?"

"What?"


Remembering what had happened earlier that day, Mino replied with a dumbfounded look.


"......That's petty."


Jaehwan pretended not to hear.


"......Give back the Return Stone I gave you earlier."

"I don't have it."

"What? Why not?"

"I lost it."

"Do you know how expensive that is? How do you lose something like that?"


Watching Mino fire back at him one answer after another from the side, Jaehwan silently began feeding equipment to his sword. The crunch, crunch of it mixed oddly well with Mino's voice, forming a strange ensemble. Listening to that sound, he gradually started to feel, oddly enough, at peace.


How was he supposed to describe it?


Strangely enough, in that moment Jaehwan felt as though he had returned to some time he had lost long ago.

He set the Ice Dragon Sword beside him for a moment and looked up at the sky. Through the rough square framed by the sparse broadleaf trees, the pitch-black night sky spread overhead.


It was a mysterious thing.

That he could see the night sky here, too.

That he could see stars.


Perhaps what he had spent decades searching for inside the Tower was something like that night sky. Something that could prove he was human in this unreal world.


"Are you that curious about who I am?"


At Jaehwan's words, Mino, who had been chattering away, shut her mouth as if by magic.


"Then I'll tell you just once, so listen carefully."


Suddenly like a well-behaved child, Mino nodded over and over.


"I'm human."

"......Are you kidding me right now?"


She was about to get angry, but this time Jaehwan asked,


"Was that not the answer you wanted?"

"Of course not! Anyone can tell that just by looking."

"Then I don't know what more there is to say beyond that."

"What?"


Mino was about to ask what he meant by that, but the moment she saw Jaehwan's profile, the words vanished from her lips.


Had she ever seen an expression that lonely on anyone before?


Between the starlight, the sound of soft breathing and the low hum of the sword spread out in steady rhythm.

Under the stars, Jaehwan quietly slipped a hand into his pocket. A small stone caught at his fingertips.


Small, but precisely crafted.

Cold, but solidly real.


A stone that, no matter how many times someone returned, only led back to reality. As if telling him that reality was always the only place anyone could return to.

In the firm feel of that stone, Jaehwan dreamed for the first time in a long while of bygone days. A time before the Tower of Nightmares had appeared, and so a time when no one had regressed. A time that had sometimes been hard and sometimes despairing, but had been good because no one had run away into the past.


One month after escaping the Tower,

That was how Jaehwan finally met another human besides himself.
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“What does someone who has never even entered Chaos know about the Great Realm? ...What? Of course I have never been there either.”


- Gainak, Lord of Sloth.


* * *


The next morning, Jaehwan learned many things from Mino.


She told him about the hunters prowling nearby, the region’s unique monsters called “Horned Beasts,” and even the locations of rocks so heavily covered in moss that they were difficult to leap across.


Yet those were not what Jaehwan wanted to know most.


“Tell me about yourself.”


Mino stopped speaking, looking confused.


“What do you mean?”


Jaehwan spoke again, carefully enunciating every word.


“About when you cleared the Tower of Nightmares. I want to hear that story.”


It was a lonely journey. There was still a long road ahead and plenty of time to spare, so it was only natural to bring up a new topic. Mino gave a playful smile.


“You already know, don’t you? You came from the Tower of Nightmares too.”

“I did until yesterday.”

“...Do I really have to tell you?”


Mino lightly furrowed her brow.


It was only natural. Nobody wanted to remember the days when they had been a Product.


Perhaps that was why more people referred to the 《Tower of Nightmares》 indirectly as the “Root” of the Tree of Illusion, rather than calling it the Tower of Nightmares.


Eight years had passed since Mino cleared the Tower of Nightmares, yet she still had nightmares from time to time.


Dreams of surviving the “Root” of that damned 《Tree of Illusion》.


“If you want to hear it as repayment for saving me.”

“...Fine. You seem like the sort of person who would take back the life you saved if I did not repay you.”


Mino paused as if choosing her words, then began her story.


“Arcal. That is the name of the place where I was born.”


Ten years ago, the 《Tower of Nightmares》 appeared in World 7651, Mino’s homeworld.


She no longer remembered exactly what the Tower looked like.


All she remembered was that, just as the world she had lived in was ordinary, the Tower that came to her world had also been ordinary.


A mass-produced Tower of Nightmares, built for large-scale cultivation.


Still, just because the Tower was mass-produced did not mean the lives and deaths people experienced inside were mass-produced too.


Every death there was real.


Every pain there was real.


Then, on the hundredth floor they had reached through a miracle...


Mino and her companions from home met the “demon,” the Tower’s Cultivator.


Even now, Mino could not forget what the demon said after casually looking them over with bored eyes. Those words that dismissed their lives and deaths as “garbage.”


“Ah, this is troublesome. Every one of you is a Non-Adapter.”


A dense deciduous forest swayed in the wind, its lush leaves rustling. It was a deep forest where they could easily lose their way. Jaehwan spoke.


“What happened after that?”


Mino bit her lip. She did not seem willing to continue, so Jaehwan asked again.


“Is it hard for you to say more?”

“...It will not be a very interesting story.”

“That is fine.”

“It is just an obvious story. An ordinary girl leaves the Root, then gets knocked around again and again in the 《Great Realm》. It is that kind of common story.”


Mino still could not forget the joy she felt when she first set foot in the 《Great Realm》.


At the time, the demon had said this:


“Money and education are meaningless in the Great Realm. The only thing of value there is a higher ‘number.’”


The promised land of opportunity she had finally reached after escaping a long nightmare. Mino thought everything would finally work out.


She thought all that remained was to live comfortably with the items and skills she had acquired in the Tower.


She had been wrong.


“S-Save me!”

“Run, Mino!”

“Please, please!”


Amid a downpour of blood and a feast of death, Mino had to watch the companions beside her die in real time.


A world where money and education were meaningless.


In one sense, that was true. But it did not mean the Great Realm were the “utopia” the demon had always described.


“I have to grow stronger. More, more, stronger.”


There, Mino had to gather skills instead of money and build up spiritual power instead of education. A higher Adaptation Count took the place of one’s background.


More.


Higher.


Stronger.


Yet Mino was a Non-Adapter, someone who did not fit any of those modifiers. She was at the bottom of the food chain, with weak skills and little spiritual power.


Cannon fodder on the battlefield.


A plaything for high-ranking Adapters.


Death, or a life worse than death.


Mino had always been the one who ran away, again and again.


She fell silent after reaching that point, staring up at the sky. Jaehwan did not say anything.


“You already know the rest. Everyone who comes to 《Chaos》 has the same obvious circumstances.”

“...”

“You can be cruel too. Making someone you just met tell a story like this.”

“I am sorry. I really wanted to hear it.”


What Jaehwan had been curious about was not Mino’s story.


He simply wanted to know the typical story of an Adapter who had cleared the Tower of Nightmares.


It had turned into something cruel for Mino, but it was too late to take it back by criticizing his own lack of tact.


No, perhaps he had become someone who could never be tactful again.


“...It is fine. Let us call it repayment for the favor. Maybe because it has been so long since I talked about it, it is not as hard as I thought. I guess time really has passed.”


After finishing her story, Mino looked relieved instead. Like someone turning the final page of a long novel they had left untouched for ages.


One forest ended, and another began.


Instead of the thick-leaved deciduous forest, they entered a sparse evergreen forest with thin leaves. Mino spoke as if she had been waiting for it.


“Then it is your turn now.”

“My turn?”

“It should be fair. I told you mine, so you should tell me yours.”

“You said that was repayment for saving you. Was that not the end of it?”

“Hm? What are you talking about? I do not remember that.”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes slightly.


“Are you still curious about who I am?”

“I just want to hear your story.”


It depended on how one put it. In a sense, what made up a person’s identity was their story. Listen to a person’s story, and their identity naturally revealed itself.


Jaehwan thought the word fox suited this woman better than it did the Red Foxes.


“Did you forget? I told you I do not remember.”

“You really do not remember? From what I can tell, you do not seem to be an Abyss Powerhouse. Did the shock of entering Chaos make you lose your memories?”

“Something like that.”


He answered as he pleased, but it was not exactly wrong.


Jaehwan had come here while out of his mind, and that was why he knew nothing about this place.


But Mino’s expression grew strange at his answer.


It was like...


“If that is true...”


She looked like someone who truly envied another person.


“That is something to envy.”

“What?”

“I really envy you, the you who has no memories.”

“What is there to envy about amnesia?”

“Most people here would probably envy you.”

“Why?”

“That is...”


In the distance, something like the spires of a fortress began to appear. Great battlements came into view through the thinning evergreen leaves. Their destination was close now. Jaehwan asked.


“Is that the 《Great Realm》?”

“...What kind of nonsense is that?”

“A demon told me. It said that after graduating from the Tower, people would live in the 《Great Realm》 as subordinates of the Lords.”


Mino blinked at Jaehwan for a while as if she found him absurd, then asked,


“Was what the demon told you wrong?”

“No, it was not wrong, but... I think you are seriously mistaken about something.”

“...?”

“Good grief. It looks like you have forgotten not only your memories of entering 《Chaos》, but your memories of the 《Great Realm》 too.”

“What do you mean?”


Mino’s expression had changed before he knew it. Pointing at the battlements, she said,


“I will say it again. This is not the 《Great Realm》, it is 《Chaos》... And that place is called Gorgon Fortress. It is the largest fortress around here.”


Looking at the magnificent fortress, Jaehwan felt a little strange.


There were people here too, people who formed groups and communities, built fortresses, and lived together. At the very least, this land must have guaranteed a minimal environment for survival.


“Do people not emerge directly into the Great Realm after clearing the Tower of Nightmares?”

“Usually, they do.”

“Then why am I in 《Chaos》? And you...”


Mino’s eyes trembled at that moment, as if pleading with him not to ask that question.


“Why did you come here?”


Mino slowly closed and opened her eyes. The cold air lingered around them as though time flowed much more slowly for her alone.


“I am answering because I am assuming your amnesia is real. So...”


She wore an expression Jaehwan had never seen before.


“Never ask anyone else that question. Why are we in 《Chaos》? Once you understand what you asked, you will regret it deeply.”


After saying that, Mino strode ahead.


The long stretch of woodland ended completely, revealing enormous medieval-style walls in their full glory.


Jaehwan had never seen a fortress that large anywhere.


Even Atopos, built by humanity pooling its strength on the fiftieth floor of the Tower, was no more than a rural village compared to that fortress.


The colorful patterns carved along the outer walls and the traces of repairs showed that the fortress had a long history.


Jaehwan stared at the walls for some time. When he finally lowered his gaze, he saw an unusual sight near the entrance.


A place where a massive circular magic formation had been drawn.


The moment Jaehwan saw it, he stopped walking. He knew a similar place.


That was...


“Ugh, I-I do not want to die!”

“Save me! Save me!”


It had the exact same structure as the “Summoning Ground” on the first floor of the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Naked people trembled atop the shabby magic formation. Some clutched their chests and cried, while others groaned in pain. Their faces were miserable, as if they had suffered a fatal attack.


Others looked peaceful, as though they were asleep.


A chill ran down his spine.


Everyone wore different expressions, yet all their faces could be described by the same expression.


And Jaehwan knew very well when people made those faces.


The circular magic formation glowed, and more people appeared upon it. Naked people, soaked in fear and trembling violently.


Screams, shrieks, a distant loneliness and despair...


Goosebumps slowly rose along his spine.


“Do you understand now? What you asked me?”


Mino spoke in an indescribably pained voice.


“...Do not ask anyone here why they came to 《Chaos》.”


As she spoke, Mino took a dagger from her clothes and lightly cut the tip of her little finger. Silver droplets gathered on her fingertip, then scattered and fell through the air.


The droplets soon turned into particles of light and vanished.


In this world, souls scattered as silver particles.


It was not a particularly surprising fact. Jaehwan had known it in the Tutorial Game, and he had seen it here too while killing Red Foxes.


Because it was not surprising, Jaehwan had completely forgotten.


That bodies were matter that bled, spilled their entrails, and died miserably.


That they never scattered into silver dust.


Only then did Jaehwan realize the truth of this world.


“I see. The people of this world are already...”


Mino nodded at Jaehwan, who looked toward the Summoning Ground with sorrowful eyes.


“Welcome. To the world of the dead, 《Chaos》.”
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The 《Great Realm》 were called the “promised land of opportunity.”


Any Adapter who had spent enough time in this land knew how deceptive that phrase was.


The Great Realm promised no opportunities at all. Yet there was one thing the 《Great Realm》 did promise.


Death.


“So this is a place you can only reach by dying.”


Only then did Jaehwan think he understood why, after destroying the Tower of Nightmares, he had not gone to the 《Great Realm》 but instead fallen into 《Chaos》, the Trunk.


Had he possessed a body, he might have been able to leave directly for the 《Great Realm》.


But he had exited the Tower while it was still the Tutorial Game, without entering the Main Game. He had been in soul form. The 《Tree of Illusion》 had likely mistaken him for one of the dead and sent him here.


《Chaos》, the place where every soul that died on the battlefields of the 《Great Realm》 gathered.


Jaehwan looked at the naked people, souls without bodies.


They had escaped the Root and walked upon the land, only to return to the Trunk in the end.


Their eyes were dead. Perhaps they had yet to realize they themselves were dead.


“You could call this the ‘last chance’ the damned 《Great Realm》 give people.”


Mino spoke as she looked toward the Summoning Ground.


“If you die here too, it really is over. Souls that die in the Trunk disappear and become nutrients for the Tree of Illusion. There are no more chances after that.”


Jaehwan recalled the Red Foxes scattering into dust. By now, they had likely become part of that enormous tree.


“So the people here still have a chance?”

“For now.”

“There must be a way to regain their bodies.”

“The odds are incredibly slim, but if they can somehow survive...”


Her words sounded cruel.


Even after dying, they had to survive. It was a truly terrible world.


Mino’s eyes had grown dull as she watched the people.


...Was that why she had said she envied amnesia?


Mino must have reached Chaos through death as well. A memory of death she wished to forget. Jaehwan asking why she had come to Chaos was no different from asking why she had died.


As the light of the circular magic formation gradually faded, a large group of guards approached from the Dogae Bridge leading to the fortress.


“Another damn big haul of dead people. Come on, get to work!”


At the shout of a bearded man in a neat uniform, the soldiers dispersed in orderly fashion and helped the dead to their feet.


“Hey, snap out of it! You died because you were such pathetic weaklings!”


The vacant dead were led one by one by the guards toward the checkpoint beyond the Dogae Bridge. Managing the dead who arrived at the Summoning Ground appeared to be part of the guards’ job.


“Come on, put these on and line up over there.”


Under the guards’ direction, dozens of people formed ranks before the checkpoint. The bearded man stood atop a small platform in front of them.


He looked across the crowd and began to speak.


“By now, you must know where you are. Some of you may still be thinking, ‘No way.’ Unfortunately, it is exactly what you fear. You are really dead.”


It was a statement that killed those who had already died once.


“Many of you likely died in your first battle after entering the 《Great Realm》. Your guts burst open, your heads crushed beneath someone’s boot. You must have died miserable deaths, like insects.”


The people’s expressions changed at his words.


Probably because they were true.


“Is there anyone here who knows why they died?”


No one answered.


The bearded man fell silent as well. Instead, he took a cigarette from his pocket and quietly lit it. Acrid smoke unraveled through the air like a thread.


It gave everyone time to find their own reason.


Time to reach the same answer.


Women wrapped in rags trembled in the cold. Before long, the cigarette burned out. The bearded man flicked the butt to the ground and brutally crushed it beneath his boot.


One of the dead who had watched him spoke in a trembling voice.


“...Was it because I was weak?”


It was a voice that seemed to collapse beneath the weight of speaking those words aloud.


The bearded man spoke with a mocking smile.


“That is right. But to be more exact.”


His gaze rested on every person in the crowd.


“It was because you did not work hard enough.”


Murmurs spread through the crowd.


Every pair of eyes was filled with resentment.


It was understandable. Who among them had not worked hard? This was a world where those who did not strive could not even clear the Tower of Nightmares. Some even held their heads high as they glared at the bearded man.


“Those are the eyes of people in denial. But put your hands over your hearts and think. Have any of you ever truly worked yourselves to death? Truly, to death?”


Could those words ever cut so deeply?


“Now that you have experienced death, you know. You have died with your guts spilling out before your enemies’ blades, with your severed heads trampled underfoot, suffering humiliating abuse. You must understand what I mean when I say, ‘to death.’”


Groans and sobs rose from the crowd.


Vivid memories of death.


Confronting their own memories, the dead lowered their heads and clutched their shoulders. No one could look the bearded man in the face.


They could not refute him.


Only after dying did they finally realize it.


They had never once, in their entire lives, worked themselves to death.


“You are fortunate. You have been given one more chance to strive here. Well, you are only souls for now.”


Chance.


At that word, several people raised their heads.


“There is only one thing you need to know here. If you die again, you will really die. So there is only one thing you must do here. Survive, somehow. Then survive again.”


To survive.


“Live, and strive again and again. Sharpen your blades. Build your strength. Wait and wait until your chance comes.”


Grow stronger and wait.


“One day, a miracle will come. I guarantee it. Those who strive will surely leave the Tree of Illusion. So strive. To take revenge on the enemies who killed you. To tear them apart, humiliate them, and crush them beneath your feet. That is all I have to say.”


That was the end of the speech.


The naked people looked up with blank eyes. The guards who had watched in silence gave soulless applause, then began leading the dead toward the large checkpoint one by one.


“Men to that side, women to this side. Follow along.”


The guards approached the bearded man as he stepped down from the platform.


“That was an excellent speech.”

“As expected of the assistant.”


The bearded man, called the assistant, accepted a drink of water from the guards and muttered, “Excellent, my ass.”


He looked tired of it.


Since being assigned to the northern checkpoint, he had repeated that same speech more than a hundred times.


Survive somehow.


You did not strive hard enough.


Grow strong and seek revenge.


They were all good words.


Good words, but...


The bearded man knew.


Good words here were nothing but lies.


None of them would ever leave for the 《Great Realm》 again.


Most would die during their first hunt, just as they had in the 《Great Realm》. The lucky ones who survived would remain here as residents and spend the rest of their lives barely hanging on.


Just like him.


Then someone spoke.


“James, you really know how to run your mouth. I thought that tongue was only good for picking up women.”


The bearded man, James, narrowed his eyes.


A man and woman stood near the front of the checkpoint. The woman, in particular, drew his attention. She wore a black robe that covered her entire body, and her hair was crimson.


He could not possibly have forgotten a beauty like that...


“Have you forgotten me already, ‘ordinary’ James?”


Something flashed through James’s mind.


Then the woman’s appearance changed in an instant.


Long black hair. Eyes that sparkled like starlight. White cheeks that seemed to have stolen their color from the early dawn.


Delight spread across James’s face.


“...Well, look who it is. Mino of 「Black Forest Hall」.”


Mino’s face hardened, and she immediately changed her appearance again.


“Do not say it so loudly unless you want to die.”


Jaehwan looked back and forth between Mino and the guard called James. They seemed to know each other.


“I heard you were promoted to the checkpoint chief’s assistant.”

“That is why I get to give speeches like this.”


As if he had never been solemn, James’s face was filled with mischief. His gaze swept quickly over Mino’s body, as though he were about to begin an inspection.


Mino’s expression stiffened.


“Yeah, very impressive. I have waited long enough listening to your ‘noble speech,’ so could you let us in already?”

“What brings you to the northern checkpoint? Do you not usually use a different one?”

“I happened to take this route.”


James chuckled. Mino pressed her fingers to her temple, as though she did not want to explain herself any further.


“I do not need to prove anything, do I? It is not like you do not know my face.”


Proof.


Jaehwan stared at Mino’s profile at the strange weight of that word. Feeling his gaze, Mino sighed and spoke with her lips.


[You have forgotten how to prove your identity too, right? Or have you never done it before?]


Jaehwan nodded. Mino’s Push reached him again.


[Everyone entering the fortress must undergo an identity verification procedure. Usually, people call up their information windows through the 《System》 to verify who they are... You can do at least that much, right?]


Of course he could not. He had never done it before.


No, there was a bigger problem than that.


Jaehwan currently could not use the 《System》 at all.


From the moment he reached the state of 「Selflessness」 after escaping the 《Tower of Nightmares》, Jaehwan had been unable to use any part of the 《System》, including his inventory and status window.


Assistant James spoke at that moment.


“Mino.”

“Yeah?”

“I am sorry, but the situation has changed.”

“...What situation?”

“The regulations changed recently. Anyone entering the fortress must present identification papers.”

“Identification papers?”


Identification papers?


Mino’s gaze drifted into empty air for a moment.


“You do not mean those outdated papers we used long ago?”

“Those ones.”

“Why? We stopped needing them after the System errors in 《Chaos》 were fixed.”

“I heard from the inner fortress that System malfunctions have become frequent again.”


Mino recalled how her 「Precision Scan」 skill had failed. She had thought it was just a skill malfunction, but perhaps that had been related too.


“Anyway, many people have been unable to display their information windows properly because of System anomalies. So every fortress in 《Chaos》 will use identification papers for identity verification until further notice.”

“Of all times...”


This had become troublesome.


Mino grumbled inwardly, then looked toward Jaehwan.


[Come to think of it, your identification papers...]


Jaehwan looked calmly at Mino.


[...Of course you do not have any.]


“...”


[Trust me. I will show you what to do in situations like this.]


Mino let out a small sigh and spoke.


“James.”

“Hm?”

“I am sorry, but I left my identification papers behind. Could we let it slide with this instead? It is not like we met yesterday. Making such a fuss over one sheet of paper is too much.”


Mino grinned and placed something in James’s hand.


It was a pouch filled with white powder.


James’s eyes changed.


“Good stuff. Which beast’s horn is this?”

“A Two-Horned Beast.”

“Looks like business has been treating you well lately, Mino.”


James smiled as he opened the pouch. He dipped his little finger into the powder, touched it to his tongue, and looked satisfied. Slipping the pouch into his clothes, he glanced toward Jaehwan.


“Is this guy your Ally?”

“Yeah.”

“What is he to you?”

“It is not like that, he is just...”

“Hm?”


James’s eyes changed again at Mino’s evasive answer. Mino quickly gestured at Jaehwan, urging him to pass through before things became complicated.


But as Jaehwan tried to walk past James, James grabbed his shoulder.


“You seem suspicious. You will have to show your identification papers.”


Mino frowned and snapped, “Wait, I already took care of his share too.”


“That is not enough.”

“What? It is not a One-Horned Beast horn, it is a Two-Horned Beast horn...”


The smile vanished from Mino’s face the moment she saw James’s hardened expression.


He was serious.


...Why?


She did not know. Perhaps he simply disliked the look of Jaehwan. Perhaps Mino had made some mistake. Or perhaps their luck was simply bad.


One thing was certain. If she did not give in now, there might never be another chance.


Mino quickly smoothed her expression, grabbed James, and spoke.


“James, what is wrong with you? It is not like this is our first deal. He is my Companion, so...”


A calm voice cut through Mino’s efforts.


“I do not have identification papers.”


James’s eyebrows rose at the composed tone.


“Then you cannot enter.”

“Is it impossible without them?”


The other guards had begun gathering around them, wearing expressions that said they had found something interesting. Mino backed away in alarm as the situation rapidly grew worse.


“Of course it is impossible. We cannot verify who you are.”

“Why do I need another object to prove that I am myself?”

“Well, would you look at this guy?”


The guards loosened their shoulders threateningly, gripping their weapons as though they had finally found a chance to use them.


As the situation took an odd turn, Mino quickly used Push on Jaehwan.


[Being stubborn is not going to solve this. They are the fortress guards. You understand what that means, right?]


No matter how strong Jaehwan was, he could not cause trouble with the guards. That would mean making an enemy of an entire fortress.


[...If you keep being so uncooperative, I will not be able to help you either.]


Mino spoke as though trying to frighten him.


No matter how strong a single Adapter was, 《Chaos》 was not a place where one could survive on personal Combat Power alone.


She might be weaker than Jaehwan in battle, but she had lived in 《Chaos》 far longer than he had.


[The guards are different from mercenary groups like the Red Fox Clan. I will find a way to deal with this, so step back...]


Fortunately, the problem was not serious yet. It was not as though they had broken some major rule. If all that stood in their way was a scrap of identification paper, Mino might still be able to settle things.


That was when Jaehwan’s bearing changed.


His left foot shifted slightly backward. The height of his shoulders subtly changed.


Only Mino, with her sensitive nerves, could notice it.


If he put his hand on the hilt now...


...No way?


Mino quickly used Push.


[Wait! You are not, right?]


Her voice was urgent.


[No! That is not what you are thinking! I know you are strong! But if you kill those guards, you will become wanted!]


Yet Jaehwan’s expression did not change in the slightest.


Mino bit her lip.


[No matter how strong you are, you cannot stand against this entire fortress! Do you know what that means?]


Jaehwan’s bearing did not change.


The foolish guards still had no idea, but Jaehwan’s presence was so overwhelming from that tiny movement alone that Mino could almost see a vision.


A vision of him slaughtering everyone here, then walking on in silence.


Yesterday’s nightmare returned to her.


That terrifying Stab that had burned an entire forest.


Mino realized she had made a tremendous miscalculation.


This man was not only strong. He was someone unbound by the laws of this world.


No one had told her so, yet she could feel it in every part of her body.


He would draw his sword in the end.


He would cut down every guard here, and if necessary, stand against the entire fortress.


Whether he could actually do it was not particularly important to him.


He was someone who had lived that way his entire life, and would keep living that way.


Mino’s face turned pale.
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Slaughtering dozens of guards in an instant? Any high-ranking Adapter in 《Chaos》 could do that.


The problem came after the guards were dead.


Standing against a single fortress.


It meant something entirely different from fighting an individual or a clan. In Chaos, fortresses served as a kind of middle management, governing the Tree’s Adapters in place of the System.


A fortress was, in other words, a world of its own.


Even the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos, who could wipe out dozens of high-ranking Adapters with ease, did not stand against fortresses. There was nothing to gain from doing so.


Yet Mino suddenly wondered if this man might be someone who did not care about such common sense at all.


“Wait, James! He really is my Ally! He is an extremely important guest of our Black Forest Hall!”


“You did not say that earlier.”


“I cannot exactly announce our Hall’s business to everyone.”


In the end, she had even invoked the Black Forest Hall. Even an assistant to a fortress checkpoint chief would not keep pushing after that. What worried her was something else.


[Please do not say anything stupid, all right?]


Jaehwan still wore an unreadable expression. James seemed particularly displeased by it.


Judging by his clothes, he had clearly not been in 《Chaos》 long, yet Mino of the Black Forest Hall was defending him this desperately...


James’s lips twisted strangely.


“What if I do not want to?”


“If you let it go just this once, I will buy you a drink later. How about it?”


“Still no.”


Mino clenched her teeth.


“What is wrong with you today? If you need more payment, I will give you more. Will a Two-Horned Beast’s horn do?”


Mino’s excessive eagerness only made James narrow his eyes.


“The more you insist, the more suspicious I become. I should take him to the chief.”


Mino’s expression grew complicated at the word chief.


Every checkpoint in every fortress had one checkpoint chief assigned to each of its eastern, western, southern, and northern entrances.


A checkpoint chief was usually appointed from among those strong enough to easily subdue first or second-stage Adapters. The checkpoint chief assigned to the northern gate was especially well-known.


All the residents of Gorgon Fortress called him this.


‘Karlton the Stubborn.’


Mino had been caught by Karlton a few times herself and suffered through troublesome ordeals. In this case, troublesome meant exactly what it sounded like. It was not that Karlton had a terrible personality, resorted to violence, or charged excessive tolls.


It was the exact opposite.


No checkpoint chief in 《Chaos》 was as incorruptible and upright as Karlton.


As befitted a member of a collateral branch of the Celestials, whose bloodline was mixed with angel blood, Karlton was a more honest and principled man than any checkpoint chief in the fortress. He seemed as if he had been born to become one.


That was the problem.


A checkpoint chief could not be loved if they were too stubborn. They needed some flexibility, needed to accept a few bribes, and needed to overlook the occasional thug.


That was good for the checkpoint chief, and it kept the underground economy inside the fortress thriving. The larger that underground economy grew, the more the fortress’s high officials profited.


Karlton, however, never compromised with any injustice.


Because of this, the number of wanted criminals caught at the northern checkpoint was three or four times higher than at the others, and smugglers in Chaos chose to open routes through other fortresses instead. Even innocent people were dragged away one after another over minor mistakes and made to write statements, so Adapters passed around a saying whenever they entered Gorgon Fortress.


‘Avoid the north gate at all costs.’


Things had improved somewhat after James became the chief’s assistant, but...


Mino glanced at Jaehwan.


If that man met Karlton, they were all doomed.


One was a human who lived by his own will without regard for rules. The other was a Celestial who could never tolerate people like him. What would happen if they met was painfully obvious. Cold sweat ran down her back. If things went wrong, the northern checkpoint might explode today.


“James, I think there is some misunderstanding. He is not a bad person at all. No, he might be a bad person, but anyway!”


The more desperate she became, the more she babbled. Mino no longer knew what she was saying herself.


“He saved my life. You know the Red Fox Clan, right? He wiped out the Red Fox Clan all by himself!”


“The Red Fox Clan? Alone?”


“Yes. He is not suspicious at all!”


He had wiped out an entire clan alone?


James looked Jaehwan over again from head to toe.


The sword at his side looked decent enough, but otherwise he looked like a beggar.


“That makes him extremely suspicious.”


“No, I mean...”


[Say something too! Just do not say anything strange!]


Jaehwan’s eyes narrowed. His lips seemed to move as though he were muttering something.


‘A moment ago, she told me not to say anything.’


[You have at least some social skills, do you not?]


After thinking for a while at Mino’s desperate plea, Jaehwan answered halfheartedly.


“What that woman said is true.”


Mino’s pretty face twisted.


[Put more effort into it! Make it convincing!]


Jaehwan did not answer.


James snorted as if he had expected as much.


Mino, flustered, pressed him again.


[Is this really the time to be stubborn? Right now...]


Then Mino realized Jaehwan was staring intently at someone approaching from afar.


A powerful Spiritual Pressure was drawing closer.


It belonged to someone who would overturn all her desperate efforts.


A handsome man with a tall frame and smooth skin.


A Celestial who looked almost human, aside from the silver aura flickering like wings around his shoulders.


The most stubborn man in Gorgon Fortress.


As Mino’s expression stiffened, James’s face brightened.


“...What is going on here?”


A well-known figure in Gorgon Fortress.


Karlton the Stubborn, chief of the northern checkpoint, had arrived.


* * *


A little later, after hearing the rough outline of events, Karlton stroked his smooth chin. It was a habit he often displayed when deep in thought.


Karlton the Stubborn was famous not only for his stubbornness, but also for his beautiful appearance. That was only natural for a Celestial hybrid.


He looked so elegant as he stroked his chin with his disheveled golden hair tied back that sculptors in the fortress made statues of him in that pose and sold them.


The most popular piece was 『Karlton in Contemplation』.


But whether Karlton contemplated or did anything else, Mino saw him as nothing more than a tiresome, foppish checkpoint chief.


“So, Chief. This man wiped out the Red Fox Clan...”


“That is enough about the Red Fox Clan.”


Mino closed her mouth.


Karlton asked Jaehwan, “So, you wish to enter our fortress.”


“Yes.”


“But you do not have identification papers.”


“Yes.”


“Then you cannot enter.”


“Why not?”


Karlton fell silent for a moment.


Why was he asking about something so obvious?


It was incomprehensible.


In the fifty-five years Karlton had worked at Gorgon’s northern checkpoint, no one had ever questioned something so self-evident.


If the law barred someone from entry, then entry was simply impossible.


No other reason was necessary.


Yet this man was asking why.


‘...He is happy about this!’


Mino pressed a hand to her forehead when she saw Karlton’s expression. She knew what was coming now.


Karlton opened his mouth.


“If you cannot prove your identity through identification papers, the checkpoint chief has the authority to restrict a traveler’s entry. This is clearly stated in Article 27, Clause 4 of the Gorgon Entry Law. Furthermore, according to Article 34, Clause 2 of the Gorgon Entry Law, which is included as a referenced provision of this law...”


The guards trembled.


“It is here! The chief’s 『Stubborn Legal Dictionary』!”


“It has been a while since we last saw it.”


“It is amazing every time.”


“Sometimes I wonder if he is making all of it up.”


Even in this situation, the northern checkpoint guards seemed excited. It made sense. They trusted their chief that much.


The Adapters said this.


Of the four checkpoint chiefs of Gorgon Fortress, Karlton was unquestionably the strongest.


His rank was only checkpoint chief, but in the fifty-five years he had worked here, the northern checkpoint had never been breached even once. No one knew the true extent of Karlton’s strength.


“...And according to Article 2, Clause 7 of the Gorgon Detention Law, based on similar cases, anyone without identification papers may be forcibly detained at the checkpoint chief’s discretion...”


Jaehwan cut him off.


“Enough. So you are saying you will detain me?”


Sighs escaped from all around.


No one had spoken to Karlton like that in nearly ten years. Karlton’s expression did not change in the slightest, but the guards knew.


Karlton was angry.


“Of course. If you do not possess identification papers, I can take such measures immediately.”


“Why do I need something like that to prove that I am myself?”


“You need it. Everyone here proves who they are with identification papers.”


“What is written on those papers?”


“Your legal name, affiliated organization, public occupation and major skill information, some of your status information, criminal record, soul contamination level, and...”


“Then I have even less need for those ‘identification papers.’”


Karlton’s eyebrows twitched sharply.


Everyone in 《Chaos》 carried identification papers and used them to prove who they were.


Identification papers were one of the few ways an Adapter could establish their identity in Chaos. Yet the man before him was denying the need for them.


“I do not understand what you mean. Then how will you prove yourself?”


“I will not prove myself.”


The sheer certainty in his voice left Karlton flustered. An Adapter who acted this way was rare enough that he could find no precedent in his fifty-five years of service.


Most Adapters could not resist the binding force of the 「Edict」 Karlton recited.


Karlton had not been reciting the laws for no reason.


The word-command skill, 「Edict」.


「Edict」 was an advanced word-command skill that only a few fortress officials could use.


Though he was only a checkpoint chief, Karlton’s ability had been recognized, and he was the only chief in the fortress to receive the Edict. Even experienced third-stage Adapters often could not resist the 「Edict」 Karlton recited, falling to their knees.


Yet how was this man...


What was even stranger was that Karlton, who had cast the skill, had suffered Mental damage instead.


A soul so solid that even the Edict could find no opening to penetrate.


In a sense, Karlton felt pure admiration.


It felt as though this man proved himself precisely by refusing to prove himself.


Could such a thing be possible?


Karlton pondered for a moment before speaking.


“Then I, Checkpoint Chief Karlton, will detain you from this moment under Article 2, Clause 7 of the Gorgon Detention Law.”


A silver aura rippled from Karlton’s grasp.


Before anyone could react, the net of aura wrapped around Jaehwan’s entire body. The guards erupted into cheers. It was not a sight they saw often.


“Oh, that is!”


If 『Karlton in Contemplation』 was the bestselling piece favored by female collectors, there was another Karlton collection owned only by the wealthy of Chaos. A hidden collection depicting Karlton covered in dazzling silver aura.


Its name was 『Karlton of Silver Restraint』.


The inspiration for that sculpture stood before them.


Silver Restraint was, in fact, one of Karlton’s other nicknames.


The Celestials’ innate skill, 「Silver Restraint」.


It was one of Karlton’s strongest skills.


Silver chains with an absolute binding force that no one could escape.


Yet a moment later, Karlton had to be surprised once again.


The silver aura extending from his fingertips scattered like smoke the instant it touched Jaehwan, then vanished.


“...How?”


Karlton had encountered Adapters with spiritual power strong enough to shake off the force of 「Edict」. Even those strong Adapters, however, had never been able to escape his innate skill, 「Silver Restraint」.


Anyone who defied Gorgon’s laws was an evildoer who could not escape the influence of restraint.


Yet his 「Silver Restraint」 was telling him that the man before him was not an evildoer.


How could this be?


Mino seized the opening and stepped in.


“Chief! He has identification papers, he just forgot to bring them. Please let it slide this once. I will make sure he carries them properly from now on. Please?”


Her small shoulders trembled. Her small hands were clenched white.


Jaehwan silently watched Mino bite down on her lip.


Seeing her go this far, it seemed the dignity of a fortress meant quite a lot in this world.


The Edict. The law itself.


Something seemed to occur to Jaehwan. He suddenly changed his stance and lowered his presence.


Mino’s expression brightened at once.


Ah, this human was finally listening to her.


This never needed to become such a big issue. It was bothersome, but all he had to do was follow the checkpoint chief, call up his interface, provide his personal information, write a statement, and have new identification papers issued.


“Fine. I will follow your ‘laws.’”


Jaehwan agreed so readily that Mino felt an ominous chill instead.


Karlton nodded.


“Good. Then I will detain you from this moment...”


Jaehwan made a strange face.


“No, I do not need to be detained.”


“What do you mean...”


“I just have to do what that woman did, right?”


Mino froze, her face slowly turning pale.


“W-wait!”


But Jaehwan had already rummaged through his Dimensional Bag and thrown ‘something’ at Karlton.


With a soft thud, Karlton caught the ‘something’ in his hand.


“Take that and let me go. That is how it works, right? It looked like that was how everyone did it earlier.”


Everyone stood with their mouths hanging open.


James’s face was especially worth seeing when his eyes met Jaehwan’s.


“Th-that bastard...”


Karlton stared blankly at the ‘something’ Jaehwan had thrown.


“What is wrong? According to your precious laws, is that not how everyone does things? That is what they were all doing a moment ago.”


Laws.


Something everyone knew, yet almost no one followed.


“Is it not enough? Then I will give you this too.”


A second ‘something’ flew toward Karlton.


Mino finally lost her patience and screamed.


[W-what is wrong with you, seriously?!]


The air around them began to turn icy.


James and the guards who had stood by while he accepted bribes were especially pale.


‘We have to kill him now!’


The guards knew perfectly well that if Karlton, the cleanest checkpoint chief in Chaos, discovered their crimes, he would never let the matter slide.


Thinking this was their only chance, James stepped forward with his weapon clutched in his hand.


“You dare try to buy off the chief with a bribe? What an absurd bastard!”


“Chief! Men like him should be executed on the spot!”


There was one thing no one, especially Karlton the Stubborn, should ever be subjected to.


A total of 154 unfortunate Adapters had tried to bend Karlton’s conscience that way. They had either been imprisoned in Gorgon Fortress or executed on the spot.


And now, before their very eyes, a 155th offender was about to join their number.


James looked forward to seeing the filth Gorgon Fortress had created punished by the cleanest being in Gorgon Fortress.


But Karlton’s expression was strange.


“You said your name was Mr. Jaehwan?”


Karlton stared and stared at the radiant blue jewel in his hand. Then he suddenly assumed an extremely respectful posture.


Something no one expected happened.


“Your joke is quite cruel. I have been waiting for you, envoy of the Nokmyeong Great Family.”
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“What on earth is going on?”


“Why would the Chief let someone without identification through...?”


“Could the Chief have accepted a bribe?”


“Do not go around saying things like that!”


A few Adapters proved their identities at the checkpoint entrance and disappeared into the fortress.


Some kept glancing at Jaehwan’s sword, while others passed by with uninterested expressions. The guards nearby whispered among themselves.


James, in particular, was openly hostile toward Jaehwan. If his glare could have been put into words, it would have said something like this.


‘Who the hell is that guy?’


A moment later, two people walked out of the checkpoint. They were Mino and Karlton. Mino’s eyes looked almost soulless. She had been thoroughly worn down by the mental torture of 「Edict」.


“Mino, please make sure to carry identification with you from now on. And bribery is absolutely unacceptable. Normally, you would be dealt with severely under Article 7, Clause 34 of the Gorgon Entry Law, but Jaehwan asked for leniency, so I am granting you a special pardon.”


Mino turned her vacant eyes weakly toward Jaehwan, and Karlton continued.


“Jaehwan has already proven his identity.”


The item Jaehwan had given Karlton was a rare artifact known as a Soul-Mutation Stone, made by the Green Moth Family, one of the Five Great Families of the 《Great Realm》.


The Soulstone was originally an item Nokmyeong Great Family members used to prove their identity, but that was not the reason it was famous.


The Soulstone was a Treasure that forcibly increased an Adapter’s spiritual power.


For example, the blue Soulstone Jaehwan had thrown to Karlton was an incredible item that could instantly give a Non-Adapter the spiritual power of a first-stage Adapter.


That was why Jaehwan had been able to prove his identity without trouble.


“The inspection of these Soulstones is complete, so I will return them to you.”


“Looks like you do not need them.”


“Soulstones are not items one can casually give to someone else. You know that.”


Karlton personally placed the two Soulstones into Jaehwan’s hand.


After guiding Jaehwan and Mino past the entrance, Karlton took something from his pocket, saying that this was the final procedure. It looked like a small thermometer.


“It is a contamination meter. As you already know, every being entering the fortress must undergo this test. It is only a precaution.”


Contamination? Jaehwan glanced at Mino. Usually, she would have screeched out an explanation at a time like this. Yet Mino still looked utterly dazed.


Karlton said, “She was hit by Edict, so she will likely remain like that for a while.”


Jaehwan nodded as if he understood.


“Then we will test Mino first.”


A beeping sound rang out, and a small screen appeared in the air.


[Measurement Result: Safety Warning! Soul contamination has exceeded 15%. We recommend taking medication as soon as possible.]


Karlton’s expression hardened again.


“Mino, according to Article 8, Clause 14 of the Gorgon Entry Law...”


With a blank look on her face, Mino pulled out a bundle of powdered medicine and began shoving it into her mouth.


Then it was Jaehwan’s turn. The moment the meter flashed, Jaehwan felt something swiftly pass through his body. The meter’s light flickered wildly.


As though he had never seen anything like it before, Karlton’s eyes sharpened.


Could Jaehwan's soul be contaminated?


Then the result appeared.


[Measurement Result: The target’s soul contamination cannot be measured.]


Karlton looked stunned for a moment before asking Jaehwan for permission once more.


“I am sorry, but I will try once more.”


[Measurement Result: The target’s soul contamination cannot be measured.]


Karlton fell silent.


This meter never malfunctioned. In all his years of service, no, not since the meter had been created, he had never heard of it producing an “error.”


There was only one case in which it could not measure soul contamination.


When the soul contamination level was 0%.


A soul contamination level of 0%.


It was not a number one could attain by taking a lot of good medicine. Even Karlton, who had taken readings for fifty-five years, was seeing such a result for the first time.


Not even the high-ranking Adapters in this fortress possessed a soul as clean as this.


At last, Karlton seemed to understand.


“I see. That must be why my 「Silver Restraint」 had no effect on you at all. I have never seen a soul as pure as yours.”


Karlton recalled how Jaehwan had resisted not only the 「Edict」 skill, but even 「Silver Restraint」.


Someone who did not follow the System in the slightest possessed a clean soul? It was a contradiction. Yet after seeing the clear result, he could not deny it.


“All procedures are complete. You may go now.”


Unexpectedly, Jaehwan did not simply leave.


* * *


“Chief, are you sure it is all right to let them go like that?”


James, the Chief’s assistant, watched the pair walking away.


He could not understand it.


“James, you knew that the Nokmyeong Great Family was coming to Chaos, did you not?”


“I did, but...”


Of course he knew. Before visiting Chaos, the Five Great Families of the Great Realm always notified each fortress in advance.


They were not just anyone. They were one of the Five Great Families.


Along with Dream Demons who dealt in dreams, they were the only ones able to travel to and from 《Chaos》 without paying the price of “death.”


“But they do not look like members of the Nokmyeong Great Family at all.”


Green skin and two antennae. The Nokmyeong Great Family’s appearance was distinctive enough for anyone to recognize.


“That is true. He does not look like a member of the Nokmyeong Great Family at all.”


“Then why were you certain that he was one?”


At that, Karlton gave a bitter smile and suddenly asked a question.


“James, do you know what kind of item a Soulstone is?”


“Is it not a rare artifact that amplifies an Adapter’s spiritual power?”


“That is correct.”


Who did not know about Soulstones?


Every Adapter coveted one.


“Then have you heard about the side effects of a Soulstone?”


“Side effects?”


James looked blank for a moment.


Without a word, Karlton removed the white glove from his hand. His palm, down to its tiniest veins, had been burned black as though he had suffered a burn.


But it was clearly not a burn.


James knew exactly what it was.


“Soul contamination?”


How could this be?


James could not believe his eyes.


Soul contamination was a disease, like karma, for those who lived in 《Chaos》. Everyone in Chaos had their soul gradually contaminated simply by existing there.


Little by little.


Then, once the contamination level reached one hundred percent, they met an end more horrifying than death.


There was a way to prevent it.


By eating the horns of hunted horned beasts.


Those who consistently took medicine made by grinding those horns could avoid contamination and survive for a long time.


As far as James knew, Karlton was one of the people in this fortress who kept their souls the cleanest.


Yet Karlton’s soul had been contaminated.


And it was only on his palm.


James hurriedly took out some medicine from his pocket and sprinkled it over Karlton’s hand. It was the medicine he had received from Mino earlier.


“Could it be because of the Soulstone?”


Karlton nodded.


“James, have you ever seen someone who was not from the Nokmyeong Great Family possess a Soulstone?”


James thought carefully.


He had not.


“Do you not find that strange? An artifact as valuable as a Soulstone would surely make people attack the Nokmyeong Great Family just to obtain one.”


Now that he thought about it, that was true. Some Nokmyeong Great Family members traveled alone. If they all carried Soulstones, there should have been at least one group that attacked them for the stones.


Yet James had never heard of such a thing happening.


“...It was because of soul contamination.”


Karlton nodded once again.


“Anyone who is not from the Nokmyeong Great Family can never handle a Soulstone. Only Nokmyeong can possess those stones without becoming contaminated.”


If that was true, it was not strange for Karlton to call that man a member of the Nokmyeong Great Family.


Still, James found it difficult to accept.


“I have never heard of a Green Moth without antennae.”


Karlton smiled bitterly and extinguished the silver aura rising from his shoulders.


“James, what do I look like to you now?”


“...Pardon?”


In the next moment, James understood what Karlton meant.


Karlton Xavier.


A man born as a hybrid of a Celestial and a human.


He had not inherited the Celestial traits of pointed ears and a jewel on the forehead. The only thing he had inherited was the Celestials’ silver aura. Without it, he was almost indistinguishable from a human.


James muttered inwardly, almost with a sigh.


‘I see. If that man is like the Chief...’


Then James stopped short.


But had this stubborn Chief really let that man through for such a personal reason?


James looked at Karlton’s profile.


His superior looked endlessly kind, yet it was impossible to know what he was thinking.


“It seems you still have doubts, James.”


“...I apologize.”


“No, your doubts are admirable.”


“Pardon?”


What was that supposed to mean?


“Under normal circumstances, I would not have let that man through for that reason alone.”


James immediately realized something.


“Did an order come from the inner fortress?”


“It appeared to be urgent. I have sent word, so they will likely find them soon.”


“Ah.”


“It does not matter whether he is a member of the Nokmyeong Great Family or not. He has Soulstones, and he appears able to use them...”


Soulstones.


Stones that increased an Adapter’s spiritual power.


At the same time, stones that quickly contaminated anyone who was not a Green Moth.


The urgent search for someone who could handle such Soulstones.


Something flashed through James’s mind.


“Does this have something to do with the Fortress Lord’s condition?”


“I do not know the details either. Still...”


One thing was certain. Something would soon begin in Gorgon Fortress.


Karlton recalled his final conversation with Jaehwan.


“I do not know what you are plotting. I am not one of those Green Moth whatever-they-are. You know that, do you not?”


“Of course I do.”


“Are you sure it is all right to let me go like this? It goes against your sense of justice.”


Justice.


Karlton smiled at those words.


“Someday, our justice may meet again.”


Karlton remembered Jaehwan’s terrifying presence.


If not for that presence, Karlton would not have rushed over. For some reason, that man had seemed to want to fight him.


No, perhaps the one he wanted to face was not Karlton, but...


Karlton quietly looked up at Gorgon Fortress.


If Jaehwan had drawn his sword, or if he had not thrown the Soulstone, what would have happened by now? Even Karlton, confident in his own abilities, could not picture what would have come next.


“By the way, James.”


“Yes?”


“I heard that you are the one who accepted the bribe.”


“Th-that was...”


“According to Article 34, Clause 7 of the Gorgon Criminal Code...”


James’s face crumpled miserably.
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「There are worlds that cannot be reached through effort alone.」


- From words left to the craftsmen by 〈Twilight Dusk〉 Deputy Workshop Master Meikal Garnad


* * *


There were strongholds in 《Chaos》 where several Halls or factions gathered to form settlements. The most prominent among them were the Three Palaces and Four Cities.


In particular, the Four Cities that served as the points of reference for the regions of Chaos allowed Adapters to settle within them, so exchanges between Adapters were especially active.


Gorgon Fortress was one of those Four Cities.


...What a shame. He had just wanted to fight him once.


Jaehwan recalled Karlton, silver aura rippling over his shoulders. That bastard had the face of a con artist, yet had rattled off something called Edict from his own mouth.


Jaehwan did not trust those who talked about laws.


There had been many people from the legal profession among the raiders in the Tower of Nightmares where he had once been.


- All humanity within the Tower is equal.


At first, they had made laws for the weak. A world completely cut off from their old society. Perhaps it had been the ideal place to establish laws truly meant for humanity.


They had made many laws, and some had seemed to protect the weak.


It had been an illusion.


By the time people came to their senses, every law had become a law only they understood. People stumbled over laws whose names they did not even know.


Whenever they returned from the hunting grounds, they had to pay excessive taxes. Under the guise of protection, they were allowed to hunt only in controlled areas. Since their growth was limited, they could possess only weak skills and low-level equipment.


So that everyone could be equal, the weak were made equally weak.


The laws flattered the strong, were cruel to the weak, and became endlessly complicated in order to cement the system. When the atmosphere in the Tower had reached its breaking point under the system those laws created, the people who had made the laws disappeared into the past, leaving the laws behind. The lonely laws that no one upheld were abandoned.


After the eighty-fifth floor, Jaehwan had made only one law.


All humans live for today.


That was the only law Jaehwan had believed in and upheld until now.


This damn place was confusing as hell.


Jaehwan frowned at the crowded streets.


On top of that, he had baggage trailing after him.


Mino still had a dazed look in her eyes. She seemed to have enough will to walk, at least. Whenever Jaehwan moved, she staggered after him.


...She had acted like he only needed to trust her.


They probably could not keep traveling together like this.


She was the first human he had met since entering 《Chaos》. He had been glad to see her, but that was all Mino meant to Jaehwan. Considering the road ahead of him, it might be better for her if they parted ways here.


For the time being, Jaehwan decided to wander the streets until Mino regained her senses.


Street stalls sold herbs in strange colors. Equipment merchants displayed elaborate craftsmanship, while food vendors lined the streets with all kinds of things to eat.


Jaehwan walked through those streets with Mino stumbling along beside him.


“I haven’t seen the Fortress Lord around lately.”


“I heard they’ve fallen ill...”


“Hoho.”


The voices and laughter of merchants drifted from all around them. After they passed through the main alley of the vendor district, inn employees were already out in broad daylight, calling for customers.


How much longer had they wandered like that?


At last, Jaehwan had to admit that he was completely lost.


Was it because he had not been somewhere this crowded in a long time? Before he realized it, he had ended up in a back alley behind the market streets.


Deep in the alley, a group that looked like thugs sat together, snorting the “medicine” Mino had taken earlier.


Damn it. Where was this now?


With no other choice, Jaehwan activated 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」. The voices around him began to take shape as information, piling up one after another in his mind.


Then a problem arose.


He had failed to consider that this was his first time in such a crowded, disorderly place. An overwhelming amount of information rushed in at once, overloading his mind and bringing on a vicious headache.


Then something important brushed against Jaehwan’s senses.


“Hey, are you finally coming to your senses?”


The light was slowly returning to Mino’s eyes.


“...Why am I here?”


“Don’t ask. Just show me the way. My head hurts.”


Mino quickly surveyed the area, got her bearings, and led Jaehwan toward the outer streets.


“Let’s head out that way first.”


Once they left the alleyways, they reached a comparatively quiet area despite it being a main road. Only then did Jaehwan’s headache fade.


“That’s enough. You can go now.”


“Isn’t that too harsh? Throwing me away like that...”


Her memories were slowly returning. What had happened, and why she was here.


Jaehwan spoke indifferently.


“You only get in the way.”


Mino’s face slowly reddened at his firm words.


She remembered what had happened earlier. She had stepped forward confidently, telling him to trust only her, but Jaehwan had ended up solving the problem.


She had excuses. If he had cooperated with her just a little, it would not have happened. If James had not acted differently than usual, if Karlton had not appeared there, and...


“I still...”


She knew all of it was nothing more than excuses. That knowledge only made her feel more miserable.


“I still haven’t repaid the debt I owe you.”


Mino muttered without daring to raise her head. If Jaehwan gave her the same answer one more time, she was not sure she could endure the thought that was slowly swallowing her whole.


A useless human who only got in the way.


All the time she had spent trying not to become that kind of person flashed before her eyes. She had survived by any means necessary and made it this far.


Why, then? Why did all the time she had endured feel meaningless whenever she stood before this man?


When she finally gathered the courage to look up, Jaehwan was staring somewhere else. His expression gave away none of his thoughts.


“...Hey.”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“Excuse me.”


Come to think of it, he had always been that kind of person, ever since they first met. No matter what she asked, he never answered.


That was why she still did not even know who he was.


There was one thing she knew, though.


He was human.


A human who preferred asking questions to answering them.


He had asked whether she would go to the past if she could. He had asked why someone needed identification papers to prove who they were.


He was someone who wondered about questions she had never once considered.


Someone made entirely of questions about this world.


...Why did this person want to know those things?


Where did he ultimately wish to reach through those questions?


Mino suddenly wanted to know.


“Where are you going now?”


“That has nothing to do with you.”


“...Still, tell me.”


Mino spoke with a hint of hurt in her voice.


“There’s something I’m looking for.”


“What is it? I might be able to help.”


Jaehwan paused before answering.


“A Dream Demon.”


Dream Demon. Beings called 「Creators」 in the Great Realm.


Mino stiffened at the name she had not heard in a long time. Anyone who still remembered being a Product might have reacted the same way.


“What are you going to do after finding a Dream Demon? ...Get revenge?”


Mino thought that Jaehwan might very well do that.


He did not answer. It was the silence of someone who thought she would not understand even if he explained.


Mino felt a little offended.


“Dream Demons are an extremely rare species even across the Great Realm. They do not stay in one place, either.”


“So there aren’t any here?”


“If you look hard enough, there might be. Dream Demons are one of the few species that can travel freely through 《Chaos》 without experiencing ‘death.’”


They could come and go through 《Chaos》 freely without experiencing death. Jaehwan’s brow twitched.


“Are Dream Demons the only ones who can do that?”


“Cultivators and the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 can do it too. I heard they use special methods to enter, but I don’t know the details.”


Jaehwan’s brow twitched again. A little color returned to Mino’s expression at that movement. For some reason, she felt as though she understood the man named Jaehwan a little better.


“Um... I can’t be certain.”


Mino watched his dark eyebrows and deliberately paused.


“But I do know one place where there might be a Dream Demon.”


“Where?”


“There’s a forge. One made by a Dream Demon.”


A forge.


At those words, Jaehwan looked at the Ice Dragon Sword hanging at his waist. Come to think of it, he needed to visit a forge sooner or later.


“Ah.”


Mino nodded as if she understood.


Of course, carrying a sword like that on his waist without even a scabbard would draw attention. The looks Jaehwan had been receiving from those around him for some time had not been ordinary.


“Would you like me to show you the way?”


Jaehwan nodded, then gripped his sword hilt.


“After I deal with the ones who have been following us.”


When Jaehwan turned around, the thugs who had been taking drugs in the alley earlier stood there, snickering. It was a secluded stretch of road where they could not expect help from anyone nearby.


A thug who appeared to be their leader stepped forward, about to say something.


“This way, Boss!”


“Found him! You, that sword...!”


The moment the thugs drew their swords, Jaehwan drew his as well.


Their miserable screams filled the mouth of the alley.


* * *


A short while later, the dozen or so thugs were either sprawled across the road or had fled.


...It seemed he had taken down someone who was not a thug too.


Someone had been hiding on a rooftop, watching him. They had been caught by the 「Doubt」 Jaehwan was using. They had been hiding quite diligently, but had tried so hard to remain hidden that it was impossible not to notice.


Since he had drawn his sword anyway, Jaehwan knocked that person unconscious too. He had not killed them because they did not seem particularly threatening.


Mino spoke in admiration.


“How did you take them all down using only Stab? How strong are you when you use a proper skill?”


“I only know Stab.”


“...You’re joking, right?”


“It’s true. Light Stab. Normal Stab. Hard Stab.”


Mino laughed and waved her hand, then froze.


“...Seriously?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“No, who names techniques like that?”


Most of the renowned powerhouses in 《Chaos》 had flashy names for their techniques. Human nature made people want to look impressive when they were strong.


“Want me to name one for you? How about Darkening Rupture Slash or Asura Infinite Slash?”


“I don’t like grand names.”


“All right, names are personal preference. But can I ask one more thing?”


“What?”


“Which one did you use just now? Light, normal, or hard?”


It had been a Stab that made the air flash.


Anyone could see that it had been an incredibly powerful Stab. Its destructive power was something even the strong of the Ten Halls of Chaos could not disregard.


If it was that kind of Stab...


“Light Stab.”


“What?”


“It was Light Stab.”


The men who had fallen were quite strong for thugs. Most were Non-Adapters, but there had been around two first-stage Adapters among them.


He had killed them all with a “light” stab?


Mino recalled how Jaehwan had swept through the Red Fox Clan. That terrifying Stab that had destroyed an entire forest.


In a trembling voice, Mino asked, “Have you only been using ‘Light Stab’ until now?”


“No. I used ‘Normal Stab’ once too.”


Mino assumed that Normal Stab must have been the Stab that finished off the Red Fox Clan.


But Jaehwan’s answer was different.


“When I hunted the horned wolf.”


“It must have been an incredibly strong horned beast.”


“It was stronger than the others.”


Jaehwan thought of the horn of the horned beast inside his Dimensional Bag.


That five-horned wolf had been the strongest enemy Jaehwan had faced since entering 《Chaos》. It had survived several Light Stabs. Of course, it had died immediately after taking a single Normal Stab.


Mino looked at Jaehwan with disbelief for a while, then surprisingly seemed to accept it quickly.


“...Come to think of it, I know an Adapter who uses only one technique, just like you.”


“Like me?”


“Yes. They use ‘Slash,’ not Stab.”


...An Adapter who used only Slash?


Jaehwan was about to ask more about them when a clang, clang of metal began to ring out from somewhere.


It was a sound he had missed.


For the first time in a long while, Jaehwan thought of the Companion who had stayed with him to the very end in the Tower of Nightmares: Jay and 〈Jay’s Workshop〉.


Whenever Jaehwan returned after a terrible battle on the Tower’s front lines, he would sink deep into the holy water of the temple and listen to the hammering from the workshop.


It was a rough, plain sound, but it rang out with steady rhythm.


It was not music of any kind, yet its presence alone was comforting. Even after he had faced death time and again, even when he returned with his sword broken, that sound had always waited for him without changing.


Even after Jay disappeared, the sound had not faded. Like an auditory hallucination, it remained in Jaehwan’s ears and at his fingertips as a faint but vivid sensation.


Perhaps...


Perhaps it was because Jay had passed that sound on to him that he had been able to break through the hundredth floor of the Tower alone.


At the place where the long sound of hammering finally died down, where it began and ended, Mino spoke.


“It’s the largest forge in Gorgon.”


〈Twilight Dusk〉


That was the name of the forge where a Dream Demon might be found.


* * *


Once, the connoisseurs of the 《Great Realm》 had debated the following question.


“Who is the greatest craftsman in the Great Realm?”


To answer that question, they first had to admit that the expression “greatest craftsman” was deeply flawed.


After all, the greatest craftsman in the Great Realm was not human.


Dream Demons.


If the strongest beings in the Great Realm were the Lords, then the greatest craftsmen, no, the greatest craft-demons of the Great Realm were Dream Demons.


In particular, the five hundred Dream Demons called 「Master Craftsman」 and the thirteen Dream Demons called 「Masters」 were unquestionably the finest Creators in all of the 《Great Realm》.


〈Twilight Dusk〉, located in Gorgon Fortress, was one of the greatest weapon workshops in 《Chaos》. It had been created by Ignel of the Deep Dusk, a Dream Demon who competed for the top ranks even among the 「Master Craftsman」.


Jaehwan looked around and nodded without realizing it.


It was even more impressive than the largest workshop in Atopos. The interior was spacious, and every tool in use was high quality. Dozens of craftsmen were absorbed in their work, apparently fulfilling orders from all over the place. The heat from the central furnace was intense enough to melt an entire ordinary workshop.


Jaehwan asked, “A Dream Demon made this place?”


“That’s right.”


“Then there might be a Dream Demon here.”


“Maybe.”


Just then, a workshop attendant appeared from somewhere and greeted them. They were a young, sturdy man who looked to be a craftsman’s Disciple.


“Welcome!”


“Are you a Dream Demon?”


The attendant’s face crumpled as Jaehwan threw out the question the moment he entered. In this place, there was only one person “Dream Demon” could refer to.


Mino hurriedly stepped forward.


“I’m sorry, but he only recently came back from the dead, so he’s a little... Please understand.”


“Oh, is that so?”


Mino’s apologetic smile softened the attendant’s expression.


[No, he obviously looks human.]


Jaehwan said nothing.


“What brings you here?”


“I came to meet a Dream Demon.”


“...You came to meet the Workshop Master.”


The attendant looked troubled.


“I’m sorry, but the Workshop Master is not here at the moment.”


“Where did they go?”


“Well, they have a terrible habit of wandering around... Don’t tell me you came to commission the Workshop Master personally?”


Jaehwan thought for a moment.


“That wouldn’t be bad either.”


“What would you like to commission...?”


“A scabbard.”


“A scabbard...”


The attendant looked at Jaehwan’s sword, which lacked a scabbard, then shook his head.


“Even if the Workshop Master were here, I doubt they would have accepted the commission.”


“Why?”


“Making weapons is not the Workshop Master’s main profession. As you may already know, weapons are not what Dream Demons mainly create.”


Jaehwan was about to ask what they did create, then realized he already knew the answer.


For decades, he had experienced in the most desperate way possible what those Dream Demons mainly created.
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Jaehwan calmed himself, quietly settling the memories that had risen to the surface.


So there was no Dream Demon here after all.


He had something he had to ask a Dream Demon, which made this disappointing.


Jaehwan asked again.


“Then who is the best of the remaining craftsmen?”


“That would be our Deputy Workshop Master, Meikal, but...”


The worker trailed off as they looked Jaehwan up and down. Jaehwan looked down at himself as well. He had forgotten that he was still dressed like a beggar.


“Deputy Workshop Master Meikal’s work is quite expensive. You also need to provide the materials...”


“I brought them.”


In a workshop, “materials” usually meant the horns of Horned Beasts. Metals like steel and black iron were refined as well, but inside the 《Tree of Illusion》, no material was as valuable as a Horned Beast’s horn. No metal was lighter or tougher.


“...You brought a horn?”


The worker asked in a doubtful voice.


“We do not accept commissions unless the horn is from at least a Two-Horned Beast. Wouldn’t it be better to choose one of our standard scabbards? Since they are made here at 〈Twilight Dusk〉, even the standard models are of quite good quality...”


Jaehwan shook his head. The worker looked embarrassed and was about to say something when Jaehwan asked,


“The Two-Horned Beast you mentioned is the monster with two horns, right?”


“...That is correct.”


Quietly, Jaehwan searched his Dimensional Bag and took out the horn he would use for the commission. It was from the wolf monster he had killed some time ago.


The worker accepted the horn without thinking and held it against their chest. After staring at it for a long time, their hands began to tremble.


“W-What is this...?”


Even after receiving years of training as a worker at 〈Twilight Dusk〉, they had never seen a horn like this. Its black sheen, hardness, and thickness were enough to leave anyone spellbound.


“Something this large and beautiful...”


The young worker realized that this was not a matter they could decide alone. Their eyes darted around until they settled on one spot.


Near the central furnace, around fifteen craftsmen had gathered, murmuring as though some spectacle was taking place.


“Ah, Deputy Workshop Master-nim is here...!”


Before the worker could finish, Jaehwan was already heading that way. Mino, who let out a deep sigh, and the worker carrying the horn hurried after him.


* * *


Meikal, Deputy Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉, the ‘Artisan of Dawn.’


No one in Gorgon Fortress was unfamiliar with him. After all, among humans, he was one of the very few who had attained the rank of 「Apprentice」 Creator.


A Creator’s title, granted only to Dream Demons.


Although 「Apprentice」 was the lowest of the three Creator grades, the fact that those prideful Dream Demons had recognized another species as a Creator was a major event in itself.


“Heh heh, I suppose I’ve grown old.”


That had already been decades ago.


Recently, Meikal had been keenly aware of his limits.


“Blame the species you were born into. With a human body, you can never rise above 「Apprentice」.”


He remembered what a Dream Demon had told him when he first received the title of Apprentice.


At first, he had not believed it.


Young Meikal had thought that he had time. He had passion. Even if he had been born into an unfavorable species, there was nothing he could not achieve through effort.


While Dream Demons slept, he practiced tempering and polishing one more time. When they played, he studied metallurgy.


He believed that one day, he could become a 「Master Craftsman」 or even a 「Master」.


Meikal’s efforts eventually earned him the nickname Artisan of Dawn. Those who admired how he never spared himself, working until dawn while everyone else slept, had given him that name.


Yet even the Artisan of Dawn, now nearing the twilight of his life, gradually came to understand the truth of the world.


No matter how hard one tried, some things could not be done.


“I can’t keep doing this.”


Meikal muttered as he examined the horn before him. It was the horn of a Four-Horned Beast, personally entrusted to him by the Hall Master of Limitless Hall, one of the Ten Halls of Chaos. The commission had been for a sword, and the work itself was nearly complete.


The problem was the final detailing.


“Make a gem holder in the center of the hilt.”


Creating a holder in something as tough as a Four-Horned Beast’s horn was not easy. No, even breaking such a horn was difficult. He had managed to shape the blade and form it using his own techniques, but a gem holder...


The Dream Demon-exclusive skill, 「Crafting」.


Even with that skill, which he had learned from Dream Demons upon reaching the rank of Apprentice, precisely carving a holder into a Four-Horned Beast’s horn was not easy.


...Perhaps when he was younger.


In the end, Meikal set down his tools for a moment. He needed sufficient rest before he could continue.


The surrounding craftsmen, who had been watching, rushed in.


“Master, may I try?”


“Let me give it a try...”


Meikal gave a small laugh.


Being young was a good thing.


“With your skills, you do not stand a chance, you brats!”


Meikal knew none of them could surpass him. Some things in this world were simply impossible. Humans could never surpass Dream Demons in the field of creation.


Still, the heat of youth warmed even old Meikal’s heart. Youth had to be spent while one was young. All he could do was kindle the fire so that their youth could burn when it should.


“Fine. Whoever manages to pierce a hole in this horn, no matter who it is, can take my position as Deputy Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 for the day!”


Keeping alive the illusion that one could achieve anything through effort. Perhaps that was the role of an old man like him.


“Really?”


“Then I want to try too!”


The excited young craftsmen rushed forward one after another.


Naturally, none of them succeeded. Even craftsmen who knew how to handle spiritual power fairly well could not leave a single scratch on the Four-Horned Beast’s horn.


That was the kind of material it was.


“I want to try.”


Who was that?


It was a face he had never seen before.


Meikal, fanning himself against the heat of the central furnace, wore a strange expression.


“Sir, you cannot go in there!”


A worker hurried over with an armful of something. It was Naven, who had recently been assigned to guide visitors at the entrance.


Meikal asked,


“Naven, who is that? And what are you carrying?”


“Th-This is...”


Naven could not figure out where to begin. He looked back and forth between Jaehwan and the horn in his arms, stammering.


Meikal sighed and asked,


“Who are you? Outsiders are not permitted to enter here as they please.”


“I just have to carve a groove into this hilt, right?”


A spark flashed in Meikal’s eyes. He was dressed like a beggar, but his confidence alone was that of a first-rate craftsman.


Could he be a young worker traveling through Chaos?


Meikal waved away the surrounding craftsmen, who had begun to look threatening.


“Let him try.”


He did not know where this fellow had come from, but the courage was remarkable. At 〈Twilight Dusk〉, where novice workers were often too intimidated to move, such spirit alone made the young man’s recklessness worth praising.


But recklessness was still recklessness.


Authority was not built in a day. True authority did not collapse so easily, and 〈Twilight Dusk〉 was practically its symbol.


Perhaps it would not be bad to show this newcomer the standing of 〈Twilight Dusk〉.


“...Huh?”


The man had raised his finger, then brought its sharpened tip to the hilt made from a Four-Horned Beast’s horn.


As if he intended to carve a groove with his finger.


It was madness. Anyone who tried that would break their finger every time.


Of course, skilled Dream Demons could refine Horned Beast horns without tools, but Meikal had never heard of a human accomplishing such a thing.


If that were possible, there would have been no reason for all this hardship...


Then, with a deafening crash, dust exploded outward.


It sounded as if the whole place were collapsing. The very ground beneath the workshop seemed to shake.


Until that moment, Meikal did not know.


That sound was the sound of everything he had worked for his entire life shattering into pieces.


The dust that had filled the workshop gradually settled.


A narrow cavity exactly one finger wide had been bored straight through the work and down beneath the anvil. It went so deep that its end could not be seen.


“Th-That, that, that...!”


Everyone in the workshop doubted their own eyes.


“This works, right?”


The man in question was still standing where he had been. The sword, now fitted with a holder made of Four-Horned Beast horn, was spinning around and around on his finger.


As Meikal watched the spinning sword, his world spun with it. Barely regaining his senses through the dizziness, he asked,


“...Who in the world are you?”


Jaehwan was starting to grow tired of hearing that question.


“Deputy Workshop Master.”


Meikal’s complexion improved slightly at that. If he was the deputy workshop master somewhere, perhaps he was a renowned craftsman.


“Deputy Workshop Master? Which workshop do you belong to?”


Jaehwan answered indifferently.


“〈Twilight Dusk〉.”


Several of the workshop craftsmen glared at him.


“You bastard. Are you trying to make a joke out of this?”


“How dare you use the name Twilight Dusk!”


Jaehwan did not so much as blink.


“You promised earlier.”


Promised?


The same scene flashed through everyone’s minds.


Wait, surely not?


“Fine. Whoever manages to pierce a hole in this horn, no matter who it is, can take my position as Deputy Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 for the day!”


Deputy Workshop Master Meikal’s face stiffened.


Jaehwan said again,


“For today, I am the Deputy Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉.”


Then, in the next instant, cracks began to spread through the Four-Horned Beast’s horn that was wobbling on Jaehwan’s finger.


Meikal’s face turned pale.


“N-No...!”


The tough Four-Horned Beast horn, personally entrusted by the Hall Master of Limitless Hall, shattered into countless pieces and scattered through the air.


Jaehwan frowned and muttered,


“...It was only a Light Stab.”
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Meikal threw aside all regard for the authority of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 and screamed. He had no idea what kind of trick had been used, but a Four-Horned Beast's horn had broken. A Four-Horned Beast's horn, something worth a fortune here in Chaos.


How was he supposed to compensate Limitless Hall now?


"I didn't mean to do it, but I'm sorry."


"Sorry? Did you just say sorry?"


Meikal spoke with his moustache trembling. All he could think about was whether to beat the man in front of him to death with a hammer or kill him in the furnace. Jaehwan opened his mouth.


"I'll compensate you with something better than the horn."


"Compensate?"


Every craftsman in the workshop scoffed at that. He was going to compensate them, and for a Four-Horned Beast's horn at that.


What sort of beast was a Four-Horned Beast? It was not only rare, but a monster that could not even be faced unless elders of the Ten Halls of Chaos stepped in personally. And this man claimed he would compensate them for one of its horns?


"Then you keep your promise too."


Meikal recalled what he had boasted about earlier. He had said he would make Jaehwan the Deputy Workshop Master for a day if he carved out a jewel holder from the Four-Horned Beast's horn.


Meikal could hardly believe it. Was he still thinking about that in this situation?


"If you can compensate us for a Four-Horned Beast's horn, you may serve as Deputy Workshop Master or do whatever else you want for the day. But if you offer some pathetic substitute as compensation, you will not leave this place alive today."


Jaehwan nodded and called Naven.


"Put that down here."


At Jaehwan's gesture, the worker Naven set the horn he had been carrying beside the furnace. It was a huge, dark horn from a monster. Everyone wondered what it was.


A moment later, they all gasped at once.


"Good heavens, that's a Garnak horn!"


In 《Chaos》, monsters with five or more horns had their own separate classification. They were that powerful and dangerous.


A wolf-type monster known to require several elders of the Ten Halls of Chaos, or even someone at the level of a Deputy Hall Master, to hunt.


That was Garnak, the Five-Horned Beast of Chaos.


A deep silence filled the workshop.


Meikal gave an order in a heavy voice.


"Close the doors. We will not receive customers today."


The workers hurried over and shut the workshop's front doors. With a loud creak, the massive iron gates were sealed.


This was only the third time Meikal had seen an unprocessed Garnak horn. Once, shortly after arriving in 《Chaos》, he had seen one in another famous workshop. The other time, he had watched the previous Deputy Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 work on one from over their shoulder.


"Incredible."


Perhaps it had belonged to a young Garnak, because the horn was smooth and flawless. Everyone in the workshop stared at it with flushed faces. If they could only work on something so large and beautiful for one night...


"Is this enough compensation?"


"Of course. It is more than enough."


There was more than a tenfold difference in value between a Four-Horned Beast and a Five-Horned Beast. With a Five-Horned Beast's horn, simply cutting off a corner would have been enough compensation without any processing at all. Yet this man had handed over an entire horn. Even after covering the loss, there would be plenty left over.


After thinking for a moment, Meikal said, "This 〈Twilight Dusk〉 is yours for today."


Murmurs rose around them, and Meikal barked, "Quiet!"


Once the workers regained their senses and fell silent, Meikal continued speaking to Jaehwan.


"I have been rude to my benefactor."


"It's fine."


"May I ask you just one thing?"


Jaehwan nodded, and Meikal asked, "Where did this horn come from?"


"I got it myself."


"You got it yourself? Does that mean... you hunted a Five-Horned Beast yourself?"


"Yes."


Someone who hunted Five-Horned Beasts personally?


Who exactly was this man? Jaehwan did not seem interested in wasting any more time.


"Prepare everything. We'll start right away."


"Start what?"


"I'm going to make something."


The worker Naven rushed over and whispered something into Meikal's ear. Meikal nodded.


"I see. You will be making a sheath."


"That's right."


"What material will you use?"


"This."


Jaehwan pulled another chunk of Five-Horned Beast horn from his Dimensional Bag. It was in even better condition than the first one. Five-Horned Beasts literally had five horns, so that was only natural.


Of course, it was not natural to Meikal for an entirely different reason.


"You intend to make a mere sheath from a Garnak horn?"


Not a Three-Horned Beast or a Four-Horned Beast, but Garnak, a Five-Horned Beast.


It was material that could produce a masterpiece even if someone slapped it together with mud. And he was going to make nothing more than a sheath from it?


Meikal was certain this young man did not understand the true value of a Garnak horn.


"May I see the fortunate sword worthy of having a Garnak horn as its home?"


Without a word, Jaehwan handed over the sword at his waist. Meikal examined its information, then let out a quiet sigh.


"Huh. The Ice Dragon Sword."


"You know it?"


"It is supposed to be a sword made from the Ice Dragon King's horn. At least, according to its description."


The Ice Dragon King was the magic dragon of the Forgotten Zone, the most dangerous of the twelve zones in 《Great Realm》. A sword crafted by refining that magic dragon's horn could not possibly be anything but an excellent blade.


The unfortunate thing was that this sword was a replica.


That was only to be expected. Meikal occasionally heard news from 《Great Realm》, but he had never once heard that the magic dragon of the Forgotten Zone had been hunted.


Even the noble Lords had never hunted the legendary monster known as Ice Dragon Velkisus.


Therefore, this weapon must have been made by a dream demon that had actually seen the Ice Dragon King and used its horn as inspiration. In other words, the horn used to make this sword was not from the real Ice Dragon King.


"It has some rarity because a dream demon made it personally, but using a Garnak horn to make a sheath for a sword of this level seems excessive. It would be better to make a new sword from the horn..."


That was when the sword let out a hum.


Startled, Meikal released the hilt. The blade fell precisely toward the Garnak horn. Its vibrations intensified, and the blade slowly split apart like a mouth.


Crunch.


One entire Five-Horned Beast horn was vanishing before his eyes. Meikal had become too exhausted even to be surprised.


"Good heavens. It is a spirit weapon?"


The Ice Dragon Sword, having consumed the Five-Horned Beast's horn, began to shine with a brilliant glow.


"Your sword is evolving."


Its blade became sharper, while its surface grew denser and stronger. Its strength was now no weaker than a sword made from Garnak horn. On top of that, the black aura pouring from the sword had become impossible to conceal without wrapping the blade in layers of cloth.


It was a sword that absolutely needed a sheath.


If that much spiritual energy wandered around the marketplace, it would attract useless small fry.


"Judging by the spiritual energy coming from the sword, it seems to house the soul of a higher species. How in the world..."


The sword continued humming. Meikal quickly checked its condition and spoke.


"It is undergoing a Great Evolution. It may take some time, but once the evolution is complete, you will have to give the sword a new name."


"A new name?"


"A spirit weapon loses its first name when it undergoes a Great Evolution."


The sword, having lost its first name, hummed sadly. Meikal watched it in silence before carefully speaking.


"But the material is gone..."


The sword had eaten the material meant for its sheath.


What was he supposed to make the sheath from now?


"It's fine. I have another one."


Again, Five-Horned Beasts had five horns.


Meikal watched horn after horn emerge from the Dimensional Bag, then raised both hands in exasperation.


* * *


A short while later, Meikal stood before a Garnak horn.


A horn with a soft black sheen. It was also his first time processing a Garnak horn. Long ago, he had briefly seen them used to make weapons for Fortress Lords, but...


Could I really do this?


He had risen to the position of Deputy Workshop Master and received the title of 「Apprentice」, but Meikal now struggled even to process a Four-Horned Beast's horn.


What kind of 「Apprentice」 had never even made a Tower...


There were enormous differences in skill even among 「Apprentice」.


Even at the same grade, dream demons and humans differed completely in the scale of their imagination. While humans struggled over a single sword, dream demons built Towers that became entire worlds.


Meikal quietly looked down at the Garnak horn.


Some materials were like that.


Materials that overwhelmed people just by being seen.


"I'm sorry, but I do not think I can take responsibility for this..."


Beside him, Jaehwan was putting on something.


"You... no, Acting Deputy Workshop Master, what are you doing?"


Jaehwan had changed into a worker's clothes. He rolled up his sleeves and spoke.


"I don't know what you're talking about either."


Meikal looked confused.


"I'll make the sheath."


"...What?"


"You will help me from the side."


What was that supposed to mean? Meikal understood that this man called Jaehwan possessed incredible ability. He had no idea how it worked, but Jaehwan had the power to break horns.


But breaking a horn and processing one were two entirely different matters.


"No matter how capable you are..."


"That's right. I certainly could not do it alone."


Jaehwan nodded. He possessed destructive power, but lacked finesse. Material like a Garnak horn could not be processed through strength alone.


"That's why I need you."


Jaehwan spoke while looking at the pale traces of the dream demon skill, 「Crafting」, left on the tip of Meikal's hammer.


* * *


At the same time, in Gorgon Inner Keep.


In the depths of a neat, modestly decorated chamber, a weathered middle-aged man in a tidy uniform suddenly coughed while drinking tea from his cup.


"You lost the Soulstone? What do you mean by that?"


"...I am sorry."


The man in dark blue martial clothes prostrated before him and lowered his head in shame.


"...How were you attacked?"


"I do not know. When I came to... I was lying on a rooftop."


They had been attacked but did not know how.


It made no sense.


The middle-aged man frowned deeply.


"What adaptation stage are you?"


"Third."


"What are the grade and level of your Stealth skill?"


"Advanced grade, Master Level."


"And you were still discovered? No, how was that even possible?"


"...I do not know."


"This is driving me mad."


If a Third Adapter who had mastered an Advanced-grade Stealth skill truly wanted to hide, even high-ranking Adapters of Chaos would have found them difficult to locate.


Yet the opponent had not only found his subordinate, but attacked without leaving a trace and knocked them unconscious.


"...Karlton said he could not be a Fifth Adapter."


Perhaps the opponent was an Adapter at the level of a Fifth Adapter. If the opponent was a high-ranking Adapter, they needed to make every preparation on their side as well.


"Increase the team. Find him, even if you have to search every inch of the keep."


The next moment, a thud sounded from deep inside the Underground Prison beneath the inner keep.


The vibration was faint, but it was enough for the middle-aged man, who had already surpassed High Adaptation, to feel it. Something like a drawn-out scream could be heard in the distance. A faint groan trembling with pain.


The middle-aged man's expression twisted with sorrow.


"...Fortress Lord, please endure a little longer."
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A day at 〈Twilight Dusk〉 had passed, and the next day had arrived. Though a day had passed since the Deputy Workshop Master position had been promised, Meikal and the other craftsmen did not seem particularly dissatisfied. Perhaps it was because opportunities to handle such a precious material as a Garnak horn were rare.


Simply watching a Garnak horn being forged would give a craftsman stories to tell for the rest of their life.


Mino quietly left 〈Twilight Dusk〉.


* * *


The tavern was in disarray.


The boisterous voices of middle-aged men rose from every corner, while an old hologram device mounted near the edge of the tavern played a broadcast. Its host was a pink-haired dream demon with small horns sprouting from her head.


[This Week's Hot Ten with Sirwen! Sadly, it is time for us to say goodbye. The final video for today is one you all know well. There has not been a more famous video on 《Little Brother》 lately. It is the 「99th Floor Solo Clear」 video.]


A massive Ice Dragon soon appeared on the screen, along with a man.


The man did nothing but stab, over and over. His face was faintly pixelated, a security measure to prevent the Product's information from being leaked.


The men seated at the bar grumbled.


"I wonder what happened to that guy. He must've gotten tons of offers from the Lords."


"Hey, didn't you hear? That tower's cultivation got suspended."


"Suspended? Why?"


"How should I know? Maybe that demon got caught rigging it. Rumor says it abandoned the cultivation and ran away."


"What? So it really was rigged?"


"Of course it was, idiot. Does it make any sense for someone to clear a first-generation tower alone?"


The noisy men's conversation gradually shifted elsewhere. They could talk all they wanted, but it was now a story from a distant world to them.


This was Chaos, the world of those who had already died.


"Wouldn't it be nice if a 「Fruit」 fell from somewhere? I'd like to come back to life too."


"Heh heh. Do you think 「Fruit」 is the name of some monster?"


"Ma'am, another glass of One-Horn Liquor..."


At that moment, the tavern door flew open and a woman entered.


It was Mino.


She strode straight to the bar, swept away the men's cups, and casually sat down at the counter. Every eye turned toward her. Her waist was slender, and her face was pale and narrow.


As the men began edging toward her, Mino warned them without even looking back.


"Leave while I'm asking nicely."


"Yes, ma'am."


Crushed by her terrifying Spiritual Pressure, the men hurried out of the tavern. Mino watched them go with a bitter smile.


...Compared to little scrubs like them, I was strong too.


The tavern owner appeared shortly after.


"This girl is ruining my business."


"...Claire, auntie."


"What did you come here for this time?"


Mino smiled sweetly at the middle-aged woman as she silently brought out the liquor, then downed a glass.


One drink, then two.


After emptying glass after glass, Mino began talking with flushed cheeks.


"So, auntie... listen to me."


She told the same story again and again. After who knew how much longer, Mino, her tongue twisted with drink, continued speaking.


"I've heard enough, brat."


Claire frowned. Like Mino, Claire came from the world of Arcal. She was Mino's last remaining companion from home in Chaos.


"So what you're saying is this."


"...Mm?"


"You were trying to tease some unknown guy, nearly got yourself killed, and then he ended up saving you instead."


"Is that what happened?"


"Part of you is grateful, but your pride got hurt too. So now you're following that human around, looking for a chance to repay the favor somehow."


"..."


"But you can't even do that with your own ability, so you came to complain to this old auntie... That's it, isn't it? You really haven't changed, not then or now. Why can't you ever leave people like that alone?"


Claire shook her head as she refilled the ice in Mino's rocks glass. Mino's head tilted back and forth along with the movement of the glass.


Claire knew Mino well.


Mino had been like this even in the Tower of Nightmares. She had been weak, worked hard, and survived. She could never live with a debt hanging over her, and she always paid people back twofold or threefold. Until she believed she had repaid them enough, she never abandoned a Companion.


That was why Mino had died.


"Was dying because of me not enough? Are you planning to get yourself killed again?"


Mino said nothing and drank.


"I hear he's dangerous, so give up quickly. It's not like you're desperate for a man."


"Hee hee."


"You hadn't been like this for a while. Why are you so obsessed with him?"


Mino gently swirled her glass. After thinking for a long time, she finally spoke.


"It's just, when I look at him..."


Claire clicked her tongue as soon as she heard that opening. She had heard countless stories starting that way while running this tavern. She thought another melodrama was about to unfold.


Then Mino said,


"It pisses me off."


"What?"


"That human is so arrogant. He has no manners, and he's got no decency at all... But strangely enough, nobody can stop him. He acts however he wants, yet nobody can deal with him. Not Red Fox Clan, not Stubborn Karlton, not that old man from Twilight Dusk... Do you know what I think when I see that?"


Mino looked slowly around the small tavern.


"It feels like someone like me is nothing."


"..."


"Claire and I worked hard, didn't we? We didn't die because we wanted to."


Old emotions moved very slowly across Mino's eyes.


"But he suddenly appeared out of nowhere, smashed apart all the things we never dared defy as if they were wrong, swung his sword so easily, and looked down on them..."


Her glass was empty. Mino poured herself another glass of One-Horn Liquor. The bitter fragrance of horn spread faintly through the air with the scent of alcohol.


"Maybe I want to see it. Someone giving him the beating I can't. And then, then I want to see him finally despair..."


Listening to Mino, Claire felt a distant ache somewhere in her heart.


The girl could never be honest to the end. That was probably not what Mino truly wanted to see.


What Mino wanted to see while traveling with that man was...


"You met someone you should never have met, Mino."


Claire knew what Mino had felt, because she had once felt something similar long ago.


Back then, Claire had turned away from it and run.


Then she had grown old.


Claire spoke in a firm voice.


"I'll give you one piece of advice."


"Yeah?"


"Never get involved with him again. Don't even see him again."


"...Why?"


"If you're with that person, you'll die."


Mino flinched.


It was the first time she had seen that expression on Claire's face since they had died together.


At the same time, Mino felt something strange.


The death Claire spoke of seemed different from the death Mino knew.


Just as Mino was about to speak again, a Messenger Hawk made from spiritual power flew through the tavern window.


Mino checked its sender.


North Checkpoint Chief Karlton Xavier


"...Why does Stubborn Karlton want me?"


The moment she tried to open the message, Mino felt a chilling presence behind her. She could not sense hostility, but the strange spiritual power was far from ordinary.


There was more than one.


Several dangerous presences approached, opponents she could never be certain of defeating alone in a direct confrontation.


The tavern door burst open the next moment.


Though the alcohol was rushing to her head, Mino tensed further and pulled a dagger from her clothes.


One of them stepped forward and asked,


"Are you the Witch of Massacre?"


"So what if I am?"


The tavern door closed as soon as she answered.


"There is something you need to do for us."


* * *


The forging began by supplying spiritual power to the central furnace. Since the material was a Garnak horn, they had to pour in more spiritual power than usual to kindle an intense blaze.


While the flames burned, Jaehwan looked at the Garnak horn, which had been thoroughly cleaned.


"Show me how you process it first."


The first step in processing a horn at 〈Twilight Dusk〉 was establishing its basic framework.


Meikal was already dipping a quill into white ink and drawing a preliminary design over the Garnak horn. Since the framework sketch was the most basic step, the more detailed it was, the better. Once the horn had been processed, there was no undoing it.


As the draft was nearly complete, the craftsmen called for Meikal.


White flames blazed in the central furnace, where spiritual power had gathered.


Meikal placed the horn into a prepared mold and waited for the heat to weaken its internal bonds. After enough time passed, tiny bubbles began forming over the horn's surface.


Meikal and the craftsmen quickly removed the horn from the mold and began cutting it with the prepared cutters. They needed to cut away the necessary amount of horn.


The cutters moved along the burning white ink marks.


Even with its bonds weakened, the horn's strength was formidable. They had to ruin more than a dozen cutters in the workshop before they were finally finished. Only then did Meikal let out a breath.


"Now the real battle of skill begins."


The unique skill of an Apprentice-grade Creator, 「Crafting」.


It was the processing technique of a master whose proficiency had already reached its peak.


The white light coming from the hammer and chisel was too astonishing to believe it was merely human craft.


Jaehwan's expression did not change much. He had seen something similar before.


"Jaehwan-gun, what I do isn't forging. It's just a game of probability."


Jay had once said that.


Jay, Atopos's finest blacksmith.


"Seeing you, Jaehwan-gun, I worked hard too. I mastered every skill related to blacksmithing. I can say this with pride. I have a 99% chance of repairing any weapon that comes out of the 《Tower of Nightmares》."


Weapons from the 《Tower of Nightmares》 were nothing more than trivial imitations in the 《Great Realm》. Every item from the Tower was only a copy of the real thing.


Even so, a 99% chance was astounding. Jay was the only one in the 《Tower of Nightmares》 to reach such an incredible repair rate. Jaehwan had almost never seen Jay fail a repair.


"But after reaching that probability, I sometimes have a strange thought. I wonder if I've been missing something truly important."


At the time, Jaehwan had asked what that meant.


Jay replied,


"I gave all my time to skill proficiency to reach a 99% chance. But lately, I have been thinking this. Perhaps I wasn't running toward that 99% chance. Perhaps I was desperately running away from the 1% chance..."


It had not been long after Jaehwan heard those words from Jay that he gained the ability 「Doubt」.


A power different from skills.


Imperfect and difficult, but free.


"I understand enough now, so stop for a moment."


Jaehwan stopped Meikal, who was drenched in sweat. Though a considerable amount of time had passed, there was not even a scratch on the Garnak horn.


Only the chisel and hammer had broken.


"Forging takes more time than you think. And for a Garnak horn, you need to invest at least a month to process it."


"I know."


"...You know? Hah hah."


Meikal looked oddly deflated.


"You shouldn't tease an old man."


"..."


"You already know I'm lying, don't you?"


Jaehwan did not answer. He only ran his hand over the horn's surface in silence.


It was a material that countless hammer strikes could not leave even a slight scratch upon.


Jaehwan could no longer use the System, but he knew very well the messages Meikal must have heard continuously during that hour of forging this horn.


[Skill has failed.]

[Skill has failed.]

[Skill has failed.]

[Skill has failed.]

...


"I'm too old to handle a Garnak horn. You should have found me sooner."


Meikal sat heavily in a chair beside the furnace and quietly lit a cigarette.


"The promised day has already passed. Can I speak more casually now? You aren't the Acting Deputy Workshop Master anymore."


Jaehwan silently nodded.


With the Deputy Workshop Master's authority returned to him, Meikal seemed more at ease.


"Want one?"


Jaehwan shook his head.


Smoke from Meikal's mouth clouded the air. The faces of the craftsmen watching beside them darkened.


Meikal was someone who never did anything else while working. Yet now he had set down his hammer and was smoking.


"There are things in this world that won't work even if you try a hundred times, a thousand times. Young people like Naven over there won't think that way."


The craftsman Naven's face turned red. He was the very craftsman who had first guided Jaehwan and Mino.


"That isn't true, Deputy Workshop Master!"


"Isn't it? You seem to have forgotten how you talked back to me last time."


Meikal turned back to Jaehwan.


"That craftsman works very hard. He was reassigned to the entrance after talking back to me, but he's promising. That boy will probably become the next Artisan of Dawn. If he's lucky, he may even receive the title of 「Apprentice」. But..."


Meikal stubbed out his cigarette against the anvil.


"Even he will never surpass the wall of his birth. A human cannot become the greatest craftsman, just as I cannot handle this Garnak horn."


Jaehwan realized that the self-mocking sorrow in Meikal was not born from one Garnak horn alone.


The horn was only a trigger.


This man had been breaking down from somewhere much deeper inside.


Jaehwan spoke.


"How many times have you tried?"


"I've tried enough. Hundreds, thousands of times."


"Then try ten thousand times."


"And if it doesn't work after ten thousand?"


"Then do it ten billion times."


"Ten billion? Hah hah! You're young."


Meikal threw back his head and laughed as if it were amusing.


"You think I haven't tried hard enough."


"..."


"But I have worked hard enough. Whether you believe it or not. Fine, I don't know about the ten billion times you mentioned, but I must have worked close to that hard. I worked, and worked again. That is how I got here."


Time passed through Meikal's eyes. It had already been a long time since he came to this workshop.


"How many years have you lived?"


Jaehwan counted his age in his head. He had lived twenty years before entering the Tower, then more than forty years inside it.


He had stopped counting time after learning 「Doubt」, so he could not remember precisely, but it had certainly been more than sixty years in total.


"About sixty years."


"Is that so? It seems you died earlier than I thought."


Jaehwan looked as though he were in his early twenties. Meikal said,


"I've lived for one hundred and fifty years."


There was a strangely arrogant note in his voice. Once he learned Jaehwan's age, Meikal appeared more relaxed.


"No matter how much I explain, you won't understand. You've never lived as long as I have."


No one could fully understand another person's time.


It was an obvious statement.


Yet Jaehwan spoke.


"No. I know."


Meikal's brow twitched at the flat reply.


A faint smile then crossed his lips.


Well, that was youth. Youth was ultimately too immature to understand long, arduous years.


Meikal had been stubborn in his youth as well. He had wanted to say he understood the years to come. Yet there were things one could not know without growing old.


Just as Meikal decided he should offer a dignified piece of advice, Jaehwan spoke.


"You must have worked, and worked again, to get this far."


Hearing Jaehwan's calm voice, without a trace of rise or fall, Meikal was momentarily speechless.


It was a simple statement of fact, without grand rhetoric or praise.


Yet those words shook Meikal.


Perhaps it was because no one had ever spoken to him so plainly.


He had received praise when he was young and respect when he grew old. But he had never felt acknowledged.


...It seems I've become senile too.


Meikal wore a bitter expression.


"Those are welcome words. I never thought the day would come when I'd hear something like that from a young man."


Jaehwan did not reply.


Meikal found himself curious about that blunt young man. What judgment would such arrogant youth pass on the years he had lived?


"Since we're talking about it, I feel like asking your youth something."


Meikal took out another cigarette and asked,


"What do you think I'm lacking?"


"..."


"Talent? Birth? Or luck and probability?"


Jaehwan's eyes, as he looked at Meikal, were deep.


No, even deep was not enough to describe them. It was not a depth that could be contained in tired words like abyss or bottomless pit.


There was something uncomfortable in those eyes, something beyond the reach of any words Meikal possessed.


"You aren't lacking."


"...I'm not lacking?"


"Rather than lacking, you are..."


"Rather?"


"You could say you have too much."


"Too much? Too much of what?"


Meikal had asked what he lacked, yet Jaehwan said he had too much. He looked at Jaehwan as if asking what that was supposed to mean.


Jaehwan spoke again.


"You've lived too long."
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It was not Meikal himself who flew into a rage at Jaehwan's words, but the craftsmen around them.


"How dare you spout such nonsense!"


Meikal, on the other hand, looked as though he was seriously pondering what Jaehwan had said.


"What exactly do you mean by that?"

"..."

"You cannot mean I should die now that I am old."


Jaehwan watched Meikal for a moment before speaking.


"Use your skill again."

"What?"

"I said, use your skill again."


After a brief hesitation, Meikal obediently got to his feet and did as Jaehwan said.


He picked up his hammer and chisel, then struck Garnak's horn.


Once, twice, three times.


Just as Meikal was about to keep mechanically striking the horn, Jaehwan stopped him.


"What did you see just now?"

"...What?"

"I'm asking what you saw while using the skill."


Jaehwan shook his head at Meikal's confused expression.


"Try again. Watch carefully this time."


Meikal used his skill once more. The message, ‘Skill has failed,’ kept ringing in his ears. Refusing to yield to it, he stared intently at the point where the skill took effect.


What did he see there?


Nothing in particular.


No, to be exact, he saw the hammer and chisel.


"Of course. That is what you would see."

"...Are you making fun of me?"


Meikal nearly threw his hammer at Jaehwan.


"Do you know the principle by which that hammer and chisel shape the horn?"


Meikal hesitated before answering.


"Through the power of the 「Crafting」 skill..."


Jaehwan shook his head.


"I should have asked differently from the start. Let me ask again."


Meeting Meikal's eyes, Jaehwan chose words that were exactly suited to him.


"Do you know the principle by which the 「Crafting」 skill works?"


Meikal's expression stiffened.


"Young man, do you even know what you are saying?"


His voice was half furious and half incredulous.


"The principle behind the 「Crafting」 skill?"


There were first skills that became the source of all other skills.


Skills that stood at the origin of countless skills.


The Dream Demon's 「Crafting」 was one of those first skills.


The first skills were like particles, if one compared them to matter. No one had created them. They had existed from the beginning. Like fire or water among the elements, they had always been there. To those who lived in the Great Realm, that was what the first skills were.


How could a human explain the origin of the world?


And even if they could, what would be the point?


Jaehwan nodded.


"I see. You kept using the skill without even knowing exactly what you were doing."


That struck Meikal's pride. He spoke through clenched teeth.


"...You enhance the hammer and chisel with spiritual power, then finely control that power to carve away the horn. That is probably how the skill works."

"Really? If the principle is that simple, why can no one else use 「Crafting」?"

"That is..."


It was because they had simply never learned 「Crafting」...


Meikal was about to say that, but stopped.


It made no sense if he thought about it for even a moment. If the skill truly worked by such a simple principle, there was no reason someone who had not learned it could not use it.


"You do not really know what that skill is. Yet you are still using it."


At that moment, Meikal hated the man before him.


No one knew the principle behind 「Crafting」 in the first place.


Then why did this man make him feel so humiliated just because he did not know it?


"You speak as though you know the principle."

"I do. More precisely, I only learned it a moment ago."

"What did you say?"


Without a word, Jaehwan ran his hand along the grain of the horn. Its surface rippled as if responding to his touch.


The next moment, Meikal doubted his own eyes. Something like magic was unfolding before him.


"H-How are you using 「Crafting」...!"


The horn slowly split beneath Jaehwan's fingertips.


Slowly, then more slowly.


Along the white dried veins, the horn trembled as though it could feel Jaehwan's touch, gradually breaking apart.


Meikal's mind reeled.


His knees weakened without him noticing. Jealousy and despair mixed together in a pitiful mess.


"Who are you? What kind of blessing did you receive to possess such talent?"

"It is not talent."

"Then what is it...?"

"Look carefully again. Tell me what you see."


Meikal looked at Jaehwan's fingertips once more. The particles of the horn touching them crumbled away neatly, as if something were eating into them.


"...Are the particles being broken down?"


Jaehwan shook his head.


Meikal focused again.


"It will not be easy. Your world has become that much firmer because of all the effort you put into it."


Jaehwan was right.


Even as he watched Jaehwan's fingertips, Meikal did not fully believe him. The hope that what he saw was some elaborate trick veiled his eyes.


His distrust of youth.


His stubborn attachment to all the years he had accumulated.


What had been forged through hundreds of billions of scrapes, temperings, and hammer blows was not his work, but his warped pride.


"If you have worked that hard for so long, should you not have realized it by now?"


Garnak's horn crumbled with a soft crack beneath Jaehwan's fingertips.


"If it still does not work after all that effort, what is wrong is not you. It is this world."

"Th-That..."


Meikal could not understand Jaehwan's words.


How could he blame the world?


For the first time, Meikal remembered when he had first learned 「Crafting」. He remembered his younger self, when the backs of the Dream Demons who had walked this path before him were vividly imprinted in his eyes.


Young Meikal had always been anxious.


He believed that if he worked hard enough, he could someday become like those Dream Demons. Yet doubt remained in his heart.


Could he surpass them by training in exactly the same way they did?


But young Meikal had no answer to that doubt.


So he worked.


He used his skills again and again until his body wore down.


He worked until he could no longer think, then worked some more.


By immersing himself in the fulfillment brought by excessive effort, he forgot his first doubts.


It was easy enough to forget. As his proficiency increased, the skill's effects improved. Its success rate improved as well.


It was an honest world where effort brought results. In such a world, Meikal could not doubt his path even once.


And so, he finally reached this place.


A place where all light had left his efforts, where he could no longer see any path ahead. Having arrived there, Meikal now understood.


Only the young could blame the world.


"...You say this world is wrong?"


Meikal spoke in a heavy voice.


"What do you expect me to do about it?"


A voice steeped in 150 years of effort and resentment.


It was the voice of someone who had endured every one of those years.


"Are you telling me to fight this world?"


Jaehwan silently watched Meikal.


He looked into the eyes of an old man who had been betrayed by his world, yet could not abandon it.


How long did they remain that way?


"...You are old, but you can still fight."


Meikal's pupils shook.


"Look carefully again. Do not rely on the System. Use your own eyes."


Meikal stood blankly for a moment before he finally understood.


Jaehwan was telling him to throw away every year of his life. To forget it all.


To deny the life he had lived.


It was unbearably painful.


Yet Meikal wanted to know what sort of world he would see through that denial. Perhaps that curiosity was the last bit of youth still left in old Meikal's heart.


For the first time in his life, Meikal forgot his skill.


He struggled to free himself from the solid shackles that had become one with his soul over the passing years. It was not easy, but he did not close his eyes. He opened them wide and watched Jaehwan's fingertips.


He tried to see something his years had missed.


Like a hammer striking, Jaehwan's fingertips moved toward the horn.


Clang.


Once again.


Clang.


And once more.


Clang.


With every sound, Meikal felt some part of his soul breaking away. Countless pieces of common sense that had hardened in his mind through sheer habit began to unravel.


How much time passed?


Somewhere, he heard something crack.


As if an enormous pane of glass were shattering, something began breaking apart from its edges.


A certain truth was raising its head.


Fear suddenly crossed Meikal's face. Was this really all right? What if he was about to see something he should never see?


Without realizing it, Meikal squeezed his eyes shut.


Silence descended upon the world. In that overwhelming stillness, something slowly approached him. A dreadful loneliness swept over him.


He understood now.


The world he had lived in until this moment had just been destroyed.


Fear and curiosity tangled together as Meikal realized he had stepped into a new world. He forced his eyes open.


Garnak's horn was looking at him.


It was no longer a horn.


A monster as tall as the ramparts of a respectable fortress, its massive body covered in hideous teeth and spikes. It looked like a huge mass of hatred.


Meikal faced the monster, his jaw trembling.


Had he been facing something like that all this time?


Had he really been using his pathetic skill on something like that?


He looked around.


Where the craftsmen should have been standing, there were corpses instead. A foul stench rose from the shriveled bodies, little more than bones. Maggots poured from where their eyes should have been.


Meikal felt as though he might lose his mind at any moment.


And there was Jaehwan.


Bare-bodied, holding a chisel and hammer.


A man stood against the monster without any skill.


When the monster attacked Jaehwan, Jaehwan tore into it without restraint. The monster let out terrible screams. Blood spattered from its body, and bodily fluids streamed down it.


Even so, it did not seem to be suffering.


It was enjoying itself instead, as though it had not faced an opponent like this in a long time.


The corpses around them heaved and screamed.


Cheers that might have been for Jaehwan, or might have been for the monster.


At the center of that confusion and madness, Meikal's mind grew hazy and his body trembled.


Had this man always lived while seeing a world like this?


A world without skills, stats, or levels.


A world with nothing to conceal anything, infinitely naked, yet free from every deception.


Even through the nausea that threatened to overwhelm him, Meikal felt a terrifying ecstasy.


This was the world after the fall.


How could a world like this exist?


How could that man live in such a world without going mad?


For a moment, Jaehwan and Meikal's eyes met.


In this world, Jaehwan looked like an ordinary person. He was neither a hero nor a savior. He was a common young man.


The only difference was that he had the courage not to give up on this world.


Only then did Meikal understand Jaehwan's madness. He understood his loneliness and sorrow.


And because he understood all of it, Meikal realized that no one could ever understand this man.


Garnak's horn looked at Meikal with cold eyes.


"You cannot come here."


The fear of not being permitted by the world.


Meikal staggered backward, his legs shaking. There was nowhere left to retreat.


The monster approached with its enormous jaws open. Its mouth was packed with the corpses of the dead.


The next moment, Meikal saw his own reflection in the monster's huge pupil.


How, how could anyone live in a world like this...


That was Meikal's final thought before the monster devoured him.


More precisely, it almost was.


Crack.


Jaehwan pried open the monster's jaws and pulled Meikal out, frowning. Wiping sweat from his forehead, he said,


"Are you going to snap out of it?"

"Gasp..."

"Did you forget we are refining something? Help properly."


As Jaehwan scolded him, Meikal faced the monster once again through his dizziness.


Jaehwan's hand rested on his shoulder.


For the first time in a long while, old Meikal found his courage.


The courage to face the world without a skill. The courage to step onto a path he had never walked. The courage to return to the road he could have taken long ago, but had never dared to.


Then skin began to grow over Meikal's hands.


Veins formed deep beneath his flesh, and blood pulsed through them. His heart pounded, his vision cleared, and Meikal felt strength overflowing through his entire body.


It felt like the day he had first held a hammer in his youth.


Meikal charged at the monster.


His hammer moved toward Garnak's horn.


* * *


Two days later.


Jaehwan's scabbard was finally complete.
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“There are things more terrible than death. Anyone who has been to Chaos even once knows what that is.”


- Yu Seolha, Second Commander of 「Rupture」.


* * *


Three days after the request began.


Jaehwan stood at the entrance of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 with the completed scabbard.


The work he had expected to finish in a day had taken three in total. Still, considering that the average horn required a generous three weeks to process, it had been remarkably quick.


Meikal and several craftsmen had come to see Jaehwan off.


“Are you really leaving just like this?”


“The work is done. I should go.”


While Understanding the Dream Demons’ skill, 「Crafting」, Jaehwan had learned an unexpected piece of information.


These monstrous beasts had not existed naturally.


Before Garnak’s horn had been Processed, it had already been Processed by someone else. In other words...


Every one of these beasts had been created deliberately.


It was unclear who had made them or why, but the horned beasts were undoubtedly products crafted with considerable care.


Jaehwan did not know whether Meikal and the others were aware of that fact.


He tapped the scabbard.


“I like this one too.”


As if satisfied with its new home, the sword gave a low hum.


The scabbard was elegant, giving off a faint black gleam.


It was sturdy, and it also possessed the ability to resist sinister energy. Most importantly, it had 「Garnak’s Majesty」 embedded within it, a power that could make beasts no stronger than Three-Horned Beasts tremble in fear. It would make avoiding needless encounters with weaker beasts easier.


Meikal stared at Jaehwan’s scabbard before asking, “By the way, have you named your sword?”


“Not yet.”


“If you do not mind, may I give it a name?”


Jaehwan nodded, and a faint smile appeared on Meikal’s face.


“I realized something while watching you these past three days.”


Three days. An endlessly short time, yet one that had left an indelible mark.


“I do not know exactly what you want. Nor do I know why you showed me that ‘world.’”


Meikal recalled the world he had seen.


Once he had escaped it, everything felt like a lie. He would probably never see that world again. He had only glimpsed it at all because of Jaehwan. Meikal had grown too accustomed to skills and interfaces.


That world had felt like a metaphor or a symbol. It had also felt like an illusion, like a dream.


Looking into Jaehwan’s eyes, Meikal thought, “But I know one thing for certain.”


What did it matter?


Whether it was a metaphor, an illusion, or reality.


One thing was certain.


“The people of this world will never welcome you.”


In this world, truth was never justice.


People were too accustomed to their own reality. They disliked complicated things and turned away from things they could not understand. They feared uncertainty.


And the man before him was the sum of all those things.


“Some people will admire you. Most will not.”


Meikal remembered when Jaehwan had first entered the workshop. A man who knew nothing of humility.


“Some will fear you.”


Violent to an unreasonable degree.


“Others will mock and despise you.”


A man with qualities strange enough to seem irrational.


“Some may even try to kill you.”


Meikal knew that Jaehwan’s intricately crooked way of life would earn the resentment of countless people. Most of this world would reject him. Some might even try to kill him.


“Even so, will you keep trying to protect that world?”


Meikal wanted to stop Jaehwan.


No matter how extraordinary that world was, even if it held a truth capable of enlightening every being in 《Chaos》...


Meikal wanted Jaehwan to abandon that world and survive.


As always, Jaehwan did not answer.


Looking into his eyes, Meikal understood. That world was not something he could abandon just because he wished to. It had already become Jaehwan’s life itself.


The man would live in that world alone.


Meikal gave a bitter smile.


“Then there is only one name that suits that sword.”


He had a craftsman bring him a hammer and chisel. Then, using 「Crafting」, he began engraving elegant letters into Jaehwan’s scabbard.


Dokbul(獨不)


“Is it ‘Dokbul’ as in maverick general?”


Meikal nodded.


“While I wrote it, I tried writing in fancy Murim language. You’ll meet quite a few people from that world in Chaos.”


Not Alone(獨不)


In a sense, the name did not describe Jaehwan as he was now. It carried Meikal’s wish for him instead.


Then a bright beam of light surged from the sword. With a deep hum, Dokbul let out its first cry.


It had accepted its new name.


“Then farewell.”


Jaehwan nodded once at Meikal’s words, turned, and walked away.


Meikal watched the man’s back recede.


An endlessly lonely and proud world.


A world he would never encounter again was moving farther away.


“W-Wait!”


Meikal suddenly called out urgently.


“May I ask one final question?”


Jaehwan stopped in his tracks.


“In the ‘world’ you see, what does the person I am now look like...?”


Jaehwan did not turn around. As if he hesitated to do so, he remained with his back turned and finally said,


“...A human.”


Then he walked away again.


Meikal knew why Jaehwan had not looked back.


He sighed.


Who could understand that lonely world?


Just then, a woman approached the man from afar.


Meikal let out a hollow sigh.


“Dokbul. That is youth for you.”


* * *


As Jaehwan walked along the main road, he vaguely realized that something had changed.


Something that should have been beside him was missing.


While he had been at the workshop, someone had occasionally peeked in, then caused trouble for no reason like a cat before leaving again. Yet that person had not appeared at all since yesterday. He had thought the nuisance had finally gone away.


“Are you looking for me?”


Mino looked neat, as though she had changed somewhere.


Her Nightwalker Outfit had become a short black martial uniform, and black stockings covered her legs. She still wore that gloomy robe-like garment over it, though...


“Where were you?”


“Nearby.”


“What were you doing?”


“This and that. I'm pretty busy too, you know. Oh, take this.”


“What is it?”


“Your clothes. You can't keep walking around dressed like a beggar forever, can you?”


Now that she mentioned it, his clothes still looked like rags. Jaehwan accepted the clothes in the bag. They had a vaguely medieval feel, but the outfits were fairly casual. Perhaps to match the scabbard, even the coat was entirely black.


“...I'm only giving them to you to repay you for saving my life.”


“I see.”


“Would it hurt to say thank you?”


“Thank you.”


Mino looked back toward distant 〈Twilight Dusk〉. Meikal and the craftsmen were still watching them.


“It seems the craftsmen like you.”


“No chance.”


“You seemed especially close to that old man.”


“You're mistaken.”


“But that old man was looking at you with a really intense gaze.”


“...”


Jaehwan did not bother responding.


The two walked down the main road for a while. As they reached the street of stalls, scattered crowds came into view.


“Why do you keep following me?”


“Why? Are you worried I might have some shady motive?”


“I have not ruled it out completely.”


Mino gave him a sweet smile.


“How did you know?”


“Are you plotting something again?”


“I'm planning to kill you.”


“And what will you do after that?”


“I'll take the Soulstone you have.”


“And after taking it?”


“...I haven't thought that far ahead, but I'll use it to live comfortably.”


Jaehwan snorted.


Whether Mino intended it or not, his laugh carried the easy confidence that such a thing could never happen. Mino felt a little insulted.


“I mean it.”


“I know.”


His voice had no rise or fall. Even when she said she planned to kill him, he seemed wholly unconcerned.


Mino wondered where Jaehwan got that composure.


At first, she had thought it came from his overwhelming strength. Yet when she thought back, Mino knew several people as powerful as Jaehwan.


For example, the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos, the faction she belonged to.


Still, Jaehwan’s composure felt different from theirs.


“What are you doing from now on?”


“I will meet the Dream Demons.”


“How?”


“Meikal told me how.”


“What will you do when you meet them?”


“I will ask about the Tree of Illusion and find a way to climb to the upper part of this world.”


“Do you even know what is up there?”


“《Abyss》.”


Mino’s expression changed strangely.


“...Why do you want to go there? Do you want to become stronger? Or do you want to come back to life?”


Jaehwan was not the only person who had tried to ascend to 《Abyss》, a Branch of the Tree of Illusion.


Most had failed. Of those who had climbed up, almost none returned.


Even those fortunate enough to survive and earn the title Abyss Powerhouse ultimately became broken wrecks amid madness.


Jaehwan sounded slightly tired as he said, “Are you that curious about my purpose?”


“Yes.”


Jaehwan stared at Mino with cold eyes.


She faltered for a moment, but she did not look away.


“You would not believe it even if you heard it.”


“What could it possibly be? Are you planning to conquer the world or something?”


Jaehwan did not smile at Mino’s joke.


Instead, he looked up at the sky.


Mino watched him. Looking closer, it seemed Jaehwan was piercing through the sky and beyond the heavens. Looking again, he seemed to be looking at nothing. Yet as she continued watching, it seemed he was looking at everything.


A moment later, Jaehwan’s lips moved.


Mino was left stunned.


At first, she could not understand what Jaehwan had said. Not because she could not understand the sentence itself.


She could not understand it because...


It was impossible.


So Mino burst out laughing exaggeratedly.


It had to be a joke.


This person could make jokes too, she thought.


But after a moment, Mino saw Jaehwan’s expression and realized the man was serious.


Her laughter faded.


The muscles in her face stiffened.


Mino felt strange, as if she had risen into the sky without any Plausibility at all.


It was truly absurd. It was impossible...


Yet she gradually began to think that perhaps he could do what he had said. Perhaps it truly was possible.


Then Mino slowly grew angry.


“...Why do you want to do something like that? Who do you think you are? What gives you the right?”


“...”


“I wasn't going to say this much, but you're really irritating, you know that?”


Without knowing why she was so worked up, Mino kept talking.


“You don't care what anyone around you thinks. You never consider anyone else. You're blunt and unbelievably arrogant. Above all...”


Her voice, trembling with anger, slowly quieted.


“You do not see the other people here as equal ‘humans.’”


The moment she said it, Mino realized she had made a mistake.


But her mouth kept moving.


“Your life isn't the only important one. The people here also struggled to leave their Roots, reached the Great Realm, then died there and came all the way here.”


Why was she saying this? Mino wondered.


Was it resentment? Inferiority? Or some other emotion?


Even Mino did not understand herself.


“You said it once. You said you were human.”


At the time, Mino had thought she understood that meaning a little.


Maybe she had been mistaken.


“I'm human too. I'm not as strong or as steadfast as you, but I'm definitely human.”


Perhaps the “human” he spoke of was something entirely different. Something far nobler and greater.


But such a “human” was too difficult for Mino.


“A being who has no grand dreams or beliefs, but feels satisfied and happy as long as they survive another day safely. That's the ‘human’ I know.”


Were people like that unworthy of life?


At the end of the main road, two paths split apart.


Mino felt as though they were some fateful signpost.


“In that sense, you do not look human.”


Something fell somewhere with a thud.


When she turned around, someone was raising a fallen signboard.


“We should part here.”


“...”


“I don't think I can travel with someone who has that kind of purpose.”


Without saying goodbye, Mino walked down the branching path lined with stalls.


Jaehwan watched her retreating back for a long time.


The final image of the first human he had met since coming to this world.


After some time, Jaehwan suddenly looked down at the bag in his hand.


* * *


At the end of the path Mino ran down stood a tavern.


It was the tavern Claire ran.


‘...I did not have to say all that.’


Mino stood before the tavern entrance, thinking.


This had not been her first plan. She had meant to bring Jaehwan here. She had planned to walk in with him and introduce him to Claire.


That would probably never happen now.


Mino opened the tavern door and entered.


“Sorry, ma'am. I'm really late, right?”


Most of the lights were out, leaving only the bare minimum.


At the center of the tavern, Claire sat with vacant eyes. Bound from head to toe, Claire saw Mino arrive alone and gave a crooked smile.


“...I knew it.”


“I'm sorry. Really.”


Claire chuckled and shook her head.


“This time, it looks like we are both really going to die.”


Claire.


The woman who had cleared the 《Tower of Nightmares》 with Mino, then traveled with her all the way to 《Chaos》.


Mino looked at her and bit her lip. She would not be able to protect her last Companion now.


“Witch of Massacre.”


The cold voice froze the air in the tavern.


It was not only this tavern. The entire nearby residential area was filled with dreadful killing intent.


The owner of that voice was the man who had come looking for Mino in the tavern not long ago.


“What happened to the deal?”


“That person won't come here.”


The air was cold enough to cut flesh.


Had Jaehwan influenced her somehow? Even in such a terrifying atmosphere, Mino found herself giving a hollow laugh.


“He went to destroy this world.”


Footnotes:
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Misfortune always befell those around Mino.


Looking back, it had been that way since the Tower of Nightmares.


Mino had not first gained the nickname “Witch of Massacre” in 《Chaos》.


When the Tower of Nightmares appeared in her hometown and people began clearing it, the first party Mino joined was wiped out by a monster attack after three days.


She barely made it back alive on her own. People encouraged her, telling her she was lucky.


Maybe she should have realized it then.


That annihilation had been the first sign.


She began to feel something was wrong after the second and third parties she joined were also wiped out.


Once again, she alone returned alive.


People began looking at her strangely.


After similar incidents repeated another five or six times, people began to suspect and despise her.


“That’s the famous ‘Witch of Massacre,’ right?”


A witch who drew monsters to her. A cursed girl who got her party members killed. A sixteen-year-old girl whom people pointed at and abandoned, unable to join any party.


That was Mino.


Only later did Mino learn that her misfortune had actually been caused by a Passive skill.


High-grade Skill, 「Lure」


It was the only Hidden Skill concealed within the Tower of Nightmares she had cleared.


Even now, Mino sometimes wondered what would have become of her if she had not had Companions like Claire.


When everyone in the world turned away and abandoned her, when she risked her life trying to clear the Tower alone, what if there had been no one to help her...?


That was why Mino believed in people.


No matter how terrible the things that happened in this world were, even if most of this world was made up of evildoers, there were certainly good people in it.


People without great strength or remarkable talent, but who would willingly die for someone else.


Mino had made it this far because of them.


She had tried to grow stronger to protect them. If she brought misfortune with her, if she always ended up making the people around her unhappy, then she thought she only had to become stronger than misfortune itself. That was why she joined Black Forest Hall, learned assassination skills, and built up her spiritual power.


And now, the result stood before her.


[Mino, do not hesitate after coming this far.]


Claire seemed to have been punched in the face several times. Her lips, beaded with silver, were pressed tightly together.


[Being weak does not mean you have no right to choose death.]


Mino choked up at those words.


[Just hold on a little longer, ma'am. I will save you.]


Claire gave a bitter smile. Claire knew it was impossible, and so did Mino, despite what she had said.


Still, she could not give up.


Mino quickly surveyed her surroundings.


The situation was far worse than she had expected. There were more than ten Third Adapters in sight alone. In particular, the man at the center of the group was so powerful that Mino could not properly gauge his level.


They were on an entirely different level from Red Fox Clan.


There were not many groups in Gorgon Fortress that could secretly mobilize this much force.


One of the Ten Halls of Chaos, or a force comparable to them, had made a move.


Only two of the Ten Halls of Chaos were currently in Gorgon Fortress.


Fire King Hall, led by Flame Demon Lord Kang Hwang, and Limitless Hall, led by Azure Sky Sword Shin Mugeuk.


But these people did not seem to belong to either Fire King Hall or Limitless Hall. Flame Demon Lord, with his bold temperament, and Azure Sky Sword, with his proud nature, would not hatch such petty schemes.


Besides, one of the enemies was a criminal Mino had once been assigned to assassinate.


...Desert Viper?


Desert Viper, whose face was covered in yellowish-brown bandages, was a Third Adapter who hunted humans in eastern Chaos. He hid his face, but he could not hide the cross-shaped scar near his eyes or the sunken bridge of his nose beneath the bandages.


She had given up on the request because she could not find him no matter how hard she searched. To think he had been here.


Could these bastards be...?


Looking closer, every one of them was a wanted criminal on the run.


Only then did Mino realize who they were.


There was only one organization in all of 《Chaos》 that could gather this many criminals and operate them as a group.


Geumcheon Hall.


Originally, it had been a gang formed by nobodies wandering through 《Chaos》, but it had risen rapidly in recent years.


It was the organization that had driven out Myungwol Hall, formerly the lowest-ranked among the Ten Halls of Chaos, and taken its place.


“You seem to have lost your mind, Witch of Massacre.”


The moment one of Geumcheon Hall’s members stepped forward, a chill ran down Mino’s spine.


There was no doubt about it. That person was at least a Fourth Adapter.


And there was not just one. The two behind him were also powerful figures, barely short of the fourth adaptation. Fourth Adapters were people who, working together in a group of three, could even contend with Garnak, an adult Five-Horned Beast.


Mino knew their names, too. Once someone reached the level of a Fourth Adapter, the threshold of higher adaptations, their name became known even in 《Chaos》.


“The Janya Brothers...”


They were infamous criminals around the Forest Zone. Outlaws who had never joined any Hall despite being high-ranking Adapters.


It seemed they had joined Geumcheon Hall.


“Why did you not bring him? You clearly made a promise.”


“Have you ever seen a witch keep a promise?”


Janya’s expression hardened.


“The Soulstone was ours to begin with.”


“That sounds so convincing.”


“Nokmyeong Great Family was trading with us. I do not know what happened, but that bastard stole it.”


“Oh, is that so?”


Mino narrowed her eyes.


“If you are so confident, why not take it back yourself, or send an official letter to the Fortress? Why did you have to plot this scheme and lure me in?”


“That is...”


Janya could not answer.


Mino gave a bitter smile, as though she had expected as much.


Janya spoke again in a lower voice.


“It is not too late yet. Bring him here.”


“And if I refuse?”


“You die.”


Mino did not answer.


As if taking that silence as an answer, killing intent filled Janya’s eyes. Janmyung, the second of the Janya Brothers, stepped forward with a smile.


“I heard the women of Black Forest Hall are amazing in bed.”


“You must have also heard that no one who meets Black Forest Hall women in the middle of the night returns alive.”


Mino pretended to be relaxed. If she lost in momentum, she would not even be able to fight.


“You seem to have gotten full of yourselves after driving out Myungwol Hall, but you will regret this today. The name Black Forest does not carry as little weight as Myungwol.”


She had already sent word to the nearest Black Forest branch. Still, even if they hurried here as fast as possible, it would take at least an hour. The question was whether she could stall them for that long.


Janmang, the youngest, gave an eerie smile.


“You do not think we are idiots, do you?”


“...”


“We already know there is no Black Forest branch in Gorgon Fortress. By the time they arrive, there will not even be a trace of your corpse left.”


“...Black Forest will come after you.”


“What comes afterward is for our Hall Master to handle.”


At Janya’s gesture, Geumcheon Hall’s members surrounded Mino in a circle.


“That is enough chatter. If we delay any longer, things will go as that woman intends.”


Mino cursed internally.


The Janya Brothers specialized in the 「Shadow Secret Art」 they performed together. She had heard it was a leaked skill created by Black Shadow Great Family, one of the Five Great Families of the 《Great Realm》. It could not compare to the real technique used by Black Shadow Great Family, but its power was still well known. Countless Adapters had fallen to it.


But Mino’s skills were no weaker.


Seven daggers rose behind her.


High-grade Skill, 「Akaram’s Seven Sword Forms」


「Akaram’s Seven Sword Forms」 was a skill she had inherited directly from the Hall Master of Black Forest Hall. She had heard that an eminent Dream Demon had taught it to them. Perhaps because a Dream Demon had personally passed it on, its power was considerable.


“Hahaha! Not bad!”


The Janya Brothers moved, leaving countless doppelgangers behind them like shadows. Blades hidden within those shadows flew at her from every direction like an animal’s fangs.


Mino’s clothes were becoming rags. White skin showed through the tears at her waist, and a long cut had opened across her right arm.


“Let us take our time and enjoy this.”


She took down two or three Third Adapters by herself, but there were still many enemies left. Above all, the Janya Brothers, who seemed to be attacking halfheartedly, were difficult opponents. When she guarded her right, her left opened up. When she guarded her left, her back was exposed. Whenever she barely escaped, her path was blocked from the front before she knew it.


If only this had been outside the Fortress.


If she could have used 「Lure」, she could have gathered monsters and forced a chaotic melee. But this was inside the Fortress.


Mino boldly hurled several daggers filled with spiritual power, blowing apart one side of the roof. It was not quite a roar, but the sound that rang out was loud enough to be called an explosion. Everyone nearby must have heard it.


Janya said, “Trying to be clever?”


“...”


“It is useless. We already set up a soundproof barrier.”


Her last resort had failed.


Then again, if they had come this prepared, it would have been stranger if they did not have someone capable of soundproofing. They might have even bribed the guards.


That was exactly the sort of thing Geumcheon Hall’s people would do.


“They call you Massacre on the hunting grounds, but what about here?”


The shadow blade Janmyung swung sliced through one of Mino’s thighs. It was not a shallow wound.


“Would not Bare Skin suit her better now, brother?”


Janmang laughed as though it was funny.


This was already too one-sided to call a fight.


Some of Geumcheon Hall’s members even watched while yawning, or searched through the bodies of the dead employees. They knew there was no need for them to join the battle.


Ah, this was infuriating.


If she had known it would end this way, she should have sent word to Black Forest sooner.


The criminals of Geumcheon Hall grabbed unconscious Claire by the hair and shook her.


“It is not too late, so why do you not call him already? Before this old bitch gets any more ruined.”


Claire’s body shook like a doll with its strings cut.


Mino’s patience reached its limit.


Secret Form of 「Akaram’s Seven Sword Forms」.


Bitter Cold Sword Form.


The seven blades, having absorbed all the spiritual power they could hold, collided with one another and shone with a cold light.


Then, a pure white vortex formed by the blades swept over the Janya Brothers like a blizzard.


When the storm passed, Janmyung and Janmang had retreated with minor injuries.


Janya had blocked the skill head-on.


“I have entertained you long enough.”


Mino’s spiritual power had nearly fallen to zero, and her knees buckled. She pressed herself against the doorway, determined not to kneel.


Janya approached one step at a time.


Through her wavering vision, Mino thought:


Was this world truly without hope?


It was a world where dogshit bastards ran rampant. No matter how many good people there were, as long as people like that ruled from above, this world was nothing but hell.


The humans Jaehwan spoke of, and the humans Mino spoke of, would only be trampled to death one by one by people like them.


Mino closed her eyes as she watched the approaching blade.


For the brief moment as she slowly drew breath and waited for death, Mino wanted to return to the past for the first time in her life.


What would have happened if she had followed him down that fork in the road?


Perhaps she would have seen this world’s destruction.


Perhaps, after seeing that destruction with her own eyes, she could have told people about it.


“It was incredible, you know? You know, that destruction.”


She envied the version of herself in that imagined future.


She knew there was no such future.


She would never see Jaehwan again.


The sound of rough breathing filled her ears until they seemed ready to burst.


...


She realized something was wrong a moment later.


No matter how much time passed, she did not feel the blade’s threat. The air around her was contracting in a strange way.


She remembered this sensation.


When she opened her eyes, she saw the Janya Brothers staring at her with startled expressions.


Mino had seen that look in others before.


Could it be?


Of course it would be.


Even as she thought that she really hated this kind of development, the strength left her legs.


Someone caught her.


A rough but warm hand. A solid, dependable embrace, like stone and wood.


Mino looked up at the man’s face.


“...What happened to destroying the world? Why are you here?”


At that, Jaehwan slightly raised the bag in his left hand.


It was the bag containing the clothes Mino had bought for him.


“The clothes do not fit.”


Footnotes:
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Ever since he had stood with Mino at the fork in the road, Jaehwan had already known everything.


[You would do well not to entertain any foolish thoughts, Witch.]

[If you do not keep your promise, your Companion dies.]

[If you keep your promise, you will be rewarded well.]

......


Threatening Pushes had been flying at Mino without pause.


Jaehwan had quickly realized what was going on. Someone had threatened Mino. They were holding a hostage. And the culprit wanted Jaehwan.


Naturally, Jaehwan had assumed Mino would sell him out.


The world he had come to Understand through endless 「Doubt」 was a place where numbers and data ruled all.


Jaehwan's 「Doubt」, which had never once been wrong, was certain Mino would betray him.


That was why he had not been listening to Mino at all.


“A being with no grand dream or conviction, yet one that is satisfied and happy so long as it survives safely through another day. That is what the ‘humans’ I know are like.”


Jaehwan came to his senses only near the end of Mino's speech.


“In that respect, you do not look ‘human.’”


Mino left him behind at the fork in the road.


Without the slightest hesitation, and without any betrayal.


As if mocking his Doubt.


Jaehwan blankly watched Mino's back grow distant.


Then all words vanished from his head.


「Doubt」, which had been burrowing into the world, suddenly lost its strength. The sounds that had been coming from every direction died away, and the world was swallowed by silence. One side of his chest tightened.


Why did that woman look ‘human’?


Watching Mino walk away, Jaehwan shook his head.


Something similar had happened before.


Mino, when she answered that she would not return to the past.


Meikal, when he had made the scabbard together with Jaehwan.


At that time, they had briefly become human.


But only briefly.


For an instant, they had looked “human,” yet before long they were wearing the faces of corpses again, as though nothing had happened. Jaehwan had no idea what that meant.


There was only one thing he knew, one thing he had learned while climbing the Tower alone through those arduous years.


If he became attached to people one by one, he would never be able to change this world.


No matter how many times he saved them, they could not become human on their own.


Jaehwan turned away from the retreating Mino.


Then 「Doubt」 activated again, and voices began reaching him once more.


[Dammit, the Witch betrayed us! Send out the Messenger Hawk!]

[......That dream demon we brought all this way was wasted.]


......A dream demon?


* * *


That was how Jaehwan had ended up here.

Mino, staring blankly up at Jaehwan, asked,


“......Because the size did not fit? You really came here for a reason like that?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Meanwhile, Janya was crowing in delight at Jaehwan's appearance.


“I see. Then you have spared me the trouble of looking.”


Judging by the faint aura he could sense, the man was undoubtedly the one carrying the Soulstone Janya had been seeking. Still, which side had truly been spared the trouble remained to be seen.


“You have a dream demon with you?”


Janya's complexion changed. Even within Geumcheon Hall, the fact that they had a dream demon counted as top-secret information.


Janya called over Geumcheon Hall's secret envoys, who were maintaining a soundproof barrier outside the tavern.


[He knows about the dream demon. How did that happen?]

[That should be impossible...]


The Geumcheon Hall secret envoys looked flustered as well.


Without giving them time to think, Jaehwan asked again.


“Where is the dream demon?”

“......I cannot tell you.”


Janya answered without thinking.


Only afterward did he realize his mistake, but it was too late. It was little different from admitting outright that they had a dream demon.


Jaehwan nodded and said,


“Bring the dream demon here.”


At those words, Janya's brows twitched sharply.


Was this bastard insane?


He had suddenly appeared, asked about the dream demon, and now, instead of asking to be taken there, he was ordering them to bring it here.


Did he even know what a dream demon was to be saying something so absurd? No, before that......why was he even wasting words on a man like this?


Janya slowly began to grow angry.


He was Janya, eldest of the Janya Brothers. The shadow of the Forest Zone, the massacrer of the Black Jungle.


“So the rumors were true. I heard you tried to oppose the Fortress, but you really are out of your mind.”


Mino swallowed as she watched Janya draw both swords.


“Be careful. Those bastards are Fourth Adapters.”


From fighting them herself, Mino knew Janmyung and Janmang were both nearly at the level of a Fourth Adapter.


The real problem was Janya, who had already reached the seasoned realm of a Fourth Adapter.


The difference between the third stage and the fourth was like the difference between heaven and earth, since it marked the boundary into the higher stages. A Fourth Adapter was the equivalent of an elder in any respectable faction.


“You think I am going to lose?”

“......No.”


Mino found it strange how easily those words came out of her mouth. No matter what, they were Fourth Adapters. Worse, they were the Janya Brothers, said to be able to stand against Garnak, the Five-Horned Beast, with their combination technique.


Even the Red Fox Clan Jaehwan had wiped out would have been nothing more than light exercise after a meal for them.


So why was she not worried at all?


The ones who moved first were the Janya Brothers.


「Shadow Secret Art」


Waves of shadow shot out in dozens of branching paths. There was no telling which were real and which were fake.


Jaehwan immediately used 「Selflessness」. To his surprise, Janya could follow Jaehwan's movements to some degree even while Jaehwan was using 「Selflessness」. Jaehwan slipped past the shadow blades by the slimmest margin.


So this is why they start calling it the higher stages from the fourth onward.


The skill Janya used, 「Shadow Secret Art」, was no simple thing either.


Jaehwan had planned to use 「Doubt」 to pick out only the real blades and knock them away, but even as a higher-grade skill, its spiritual power pattern was far from simple.


Irritated, Jaehwan decided to simply knock away all the shadow blades.


A white flash shot forward from the scabbard and laced the air. He had unleashed 「Light Stab」 in rapid succession. He had thrown out so many Stabs in that instant that the afterimages alone were enough to muddy the eye.


Janya's expression twisted.


“That is impossible.”


As if knocking away every shadow blade were not enough, Jaehwan went on to aim for Janya's head as well. Yet Janya gave up one of his ears and slipped past the Stab.


......He dodged it?


Jaehwan's expression shifted with interest. Until now, no one had ever dodged 「Light Stab」.


No, that was not quite right. There had been one. That bastard had taken a 「Normal Stab」, and now served as the scabbard of Dokbul.


“Big brother......!”


Amid the unexpected chaos, Janmyung rose while supporting Janmang. Janmang was groaning, wounded in the thigh and right arm by the earlier Stab.


Janya let out a low groan, his face hardening as he retreated while shielding his brothers.


Janya could not believe what he had just seen.


The man before him had blocked all of 「Shadow Secret Art」 with only three Stabs, and in the opening that created, he had even gone for Janya's head.


The only reason Janya had been able to evade that Stab was pure luck.


If the battle-honed instinct he had gained through countless battlefields had not warned him, Janya would already have become nutrients for the Tree of Illusion.


He urgently contacted the secret envoys.


[Did you not say he was a Non-Adapter?]

[......There is no mistake. He is a Non-Adapter.]


If Geumcheon Hall said so, then it was fact. In that case, how was this strength supposed to be explained?


Could he be......an Abyss powerhouse?


No. That could not be. At a glance he gave off a somewhat similar impression, but among the Abyss powerhouses Janya had seen, not one had been a Non-Adapter.


Then what in the world was this bastard?


Janya steadied himself once more. A man whose outward spiritual power was nothing impressive, and who used nothing but Stab. Yet somehow he was stronger than all three brothers combined.


[It is hard to believe, but he is stronger than us.]

[B-Big brother. Then...]

[We change the plan.]


Janya was quick to accept reality. If the enemy was abnormally strong, then their way of fighting had to go beyond common sense as well.


Jaehwan frowned as he watched the Janya Brothers' abruptly changed tactics. They had suddenly broken formation and begun using Shadow Secret Art one by one while holding hostages up as shields.


It was a tactic that had read Jaehwan's Stab-only attack pattern with precision.


Stab was fast, but its pattern was simple. If one could read the direction before the attack came and reduce its possible range, dealing with it was not difficult.


So the Janya Brothers chose to use the hostages as shields, blocking off every route through which a Stab could fly. In practice, the method was fairly effective, and Jaehwan's Stabs were gradually taking up less and less space.


But there was one thing the Janya Brothers had overlooked.


“What the......?”


A terrifying gale of pressure was gathering into Jaehwan's right hand. The force building there was so tremendous that nearby furnishings were on the verge of being blown apart.


It was the preparatory stance for Normal Stab.


From the start, hostages meant nothing to Jaehwan.


The Janya Brothers, the Geumcheon Hall criminals, the hostages.


All he had to do was blow away whatever got in his way.


Because in his eyes, they were all nothing but dead corpses.


Yet just as he was about to use Normal Stab, a sharp throb ran through the area around Jaehwan's heart. His vision wavered for an instant, and something like an afterimage flickered across the faces of the hostages.


......What was that?


Ignoring it, Jaehwan tried again to use Normal Stab. At that moment, someone's voice brushed past him.


“I am human too. I may not be as strong as you, and not as steadfast either, but I am still clearly ‘human.’”


Confusion rose in him. Why did the faces of those corpses now look ‘human’ to him?


For reasons he could not understand, his body was refusing to attack. It was telling him that he must not use 「Normal Stab」 on them. This had never happened before.


When Jaehwan's attack faltered, the Janya Brothers began rampaging again. Jaehwan frowned.


His 「Doubt」 was wavering.


As 「Doubt」 wavered, 「Understanding」 wavered, and as 「Understanding」 wavered, 「Selflessness」 wavered as well.


I have to kill the hostages.


Jaehwan tried once more to use 「Normal Stab」, but he could not concentrate. Worse, his own 「Doubt」 was interfering with his focus. Instead of Doubting the world, 「Doubt」 had begun to Doubt itself.


A change was occurring within his soul. A powerful, warm energy, wholly different in nature from 「Selflessness」, was trying to be born from deep within him.


It was an energy that felt ancient and deeply familiar. In an altogether different sense from 「Selflessness」, it was some power he had lost long ago......


The problem was that this power was not useful in the slightest right now.


Damn it.


As the situation grew more and more tangled, Jaehwan found himself resenting, for the first time, the fact that the only thing he knew how to do was Stab. If only he had known how to slash, or throw, or at least use some kind of grappling move to subdue them......


A grappling move.


At that instant, for some reason, Jaehwan began firing 「Light Stab」 all throughout the tavern.


Some of the attacks were directed at the Janya Brothers, while others were aimed at the tavern ceiling. The indiscriminate Stabs were turning the tavern into a beehive.


“That lunatic has finally snapped!”


Janya grinned, apparently believing victory was his. At this rate, the bastard would run out of spiritual power and destroy himself.


Jaehwan did not stop attacking until another thirty seconds had passed. He had unleashed so many Stabs that the vast sky was now visible through the riddled holes in the tavern roof.


Jaehwan looked up at the sky through those holes, then suddenly lowered his sword.


This should be enough.


When he turned his back on the Janya Brothers, Mino looked thoroughly bewildered.


“W-Why are you suddenly doing that?”

“I am leaving those bastards to someone else now.”

“......Someone else? Who are you talking about?”

“A stubborn loudmouth.”


A stubborn loudmouth?


An image flashed through Mino's mind.


But surely not...... No, how?


At that moment, one of the Geumcheon Hall criminals cried out in alarm.


“Lord Janya! The soundproof barrier has been broken!”

“What?”


Janya's face changed.


He tried sending a Push to Geumcheon Hall's secret envoys. But he could not sense their Spiritual Pressure at all.


Suddenly, Janya flinched and looked around the tavern. Jaehwan's Stabs had punched holes through everything in sight.


Could those attacks from earlier have been......?


A moment later, everyone inside the tavern sensed a powerful aura. It was rapidly drawing closer, with enough force to overpower a Fourth Adapter.


The expressions of the Janya Brothers stiffened at once.


It was a bright, majestic Spiritual Pressure. Within this Fortress, there was only one person who possessed Spiritual Pressure like that.


The tavern door burst open, and figures clad in silver-white plate appeared. Guards from the northern checkpoint. And then.


“What do you think you are doing?”


A brilliant silver radiance flooded the tavern and sent a shiver through the room. The aura of a Celestial rose from his shoulders like wings. Golden hair fluttered above his head. The most stubborn, most insufferable checkpoint chief in the entire Fortress.


Karlton of Silver Restraint.


Mino swallowed. She had never imagined a day would come when that man could look this reliable.


Having spotted Jaehwan, Karlton narrowed his eyes and asked,


“Mr. Jaehwan? What in the world is this......?”


Jaehwan nodded and said,


“Some people have broken laws you like so much. Probably something around Article 276, Clause 4 of the Gorgon Criminal Code.”


At those words, Karlton's eyes widened.


“The Gorgon Criminal Code does not have that many articles...... Who are you referring to?”

“Those bastards.”


At Jaehwan's nod, Karlton looked into the tavern.


A gang of villains was causing havoc while holding the waitresses hostage.


“I am not entirely sure, but it seemed they were plotting to destroy the world, using this tavern as a stepping stone.”


Mino's mouth fell open at that shameless lie.


A massive halberd radiating silver light appeared in Karlton's grasp.


“Destroy the world...... A charge that cannot possibly be overlooked.”


Karlton's cold gaze turned toward the Janya Brothers.


“Under Article 174, Clause 4 and Article 124, Clause 6 of the Gorgon Criminal Code, I am placing you under emergency arrest for the unlawful destruction of private property within the Fortress and for assaulting its residents.”


The faces of the Janya Brothers, along with Geumcheon Hall's people, went deathly pale.
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Silver Restraint was powerful.


Most of Geumcheon Hall's people holding the hostages could not resist Karlton's 「Edict」 and fell to their knees. The remaining Janya Brothers were also being driven into a desperate corner by Karlton's innate skill, 「Silver Restraint」.


His reputation might have been tarnished by the nickname “the Stubborn,” but Karlton's standing as the strongest of Gorgon's four checkpoint chiefs was no empty boast.


“So the rumors that Silver Restraint can hunt Garnak alone were true.”


Janya gritted his teeth as he barely knocked aside the tip of Karlton's halberd.


For Adapters traveling through 《Chaos》, a Celestial's 「Silver Restraint」 was the worst possible matchup. As a high-level Adapter, Janya could resist its binding force to some extent, but his two younger brothers already seemed unable even to hold themselves upright.


Karlton's halberd drew a line through the air and pointed at Janya's throat.


“Any further resistance is meaningless.”


Janya swallowed.


His lips moved faintly.


[It seems we have no choice but to use the Black Cloud.]

[Are you serious, Elder Brother? If we use that...]

[The envoys have all been taken down. We die either way.]

[...Understood.]


Janya slowly raised both hands.


“I surrender.”

“A wise decision.”


Karlton approached, taking out restraints as Janya looked completely resigned.


Then Janya smiled.


“They said you were as naive as you were righteous. That was true as well.”


Karlton seemed to realize something and shouted at the guards.


“Everyone, get out of the tavern!”


At nearly the same moment, a small explosion went off inside Janya's clothes. Something like black smoke billowed out, quickly filling the tavern.


Painful coughing and groans came from within the smoke. When those who had escaped it safely tried to go back inside, Karlton shouted,


“No one enter!”


The smoke showed no sign of clearing. Soon, Karlton's voice disappeared as well.


Instead, chilling sounds of flesh and bones twisting began to flow from within the smoke.


The Janya Brothers watched the scene from the roof of an abandoned building beside the tavern. Janya had somehow put on a mask, and his expression was bitter.


“I never thought we'd have to use the Black Cloud here.”


The second brother, Janmyung, spoke with a dark expression.


“I think the youngest drank some of the Black Cloud.”

“What an idiot. I told him again and again.”


Janya frowned when he saw Janmang's blackened face.


“If he only drank a small amount, he may live. Endure it a little longer.”


Geumcheon Hall's reinforcements were racing toward them from a distance.


“...They certainly took their time.”


The leader of the reinforcements was Black-Tongued Wolf, an elder of Geumcheon Hall and a high-level Adapter like Janya.


He had been infamous in the 《Great Realm》 as a sex fiend. In the end, he had been caught by Adapters, had his genitals and tongue torn out, then been brutally dismembered.


Black-Tongued Wolf leaped onto the roof where Janya stood and sneered.


“Janya. You look terrible.”

“Shut up.”

“What happened to the witch? Didn't you say you would hand her over to me?”

“I had no time to worry about that.”


Black-Tongued Wolf frowned at Janya's irritated response.


He checked the black smoke drifting from the tavern, then clicked his tongue.


“You must have been desperate. Using Black Cloud so freely without the Hall Master's permission.”

“Silver Restraint came.”

“Silver Restraint?”


Black-Tongued Wolf's voice wavered as he looked toward the tavern.


“Are you saying Silver Restraint is in there right now?”

“Yes.”


Black-Tongued Wolf burst into delighted laughter.


“Kuahaha! That stubborn bastard drank Black Cloud? Serves him right.”


No criminal had pleasant memories of Silver Restraint. Black-Tongued Wolf had also suffered at Karlton's hands before.


“Today, this should be quite a show.”


Black-Tongued Wolf spoke with a wicked grin.


Janya, however, did not look pleased.


“Second Brother. Can you see that man?”

“There is no sign of him. Even he cannot possibly resist Black Cloud, can he?”

“You never know. Keep watching.”


Silver Restraint was not the real problem.


Silver Restraint had only held an advantage in compatibility. Under normal circumstances, the three brothers could have dealt with Karlton well enough.


The one Janya was truly worried about was the man who had pushed them back using nothing but Stab.


Unaware of the situation, Black-Tongued Wolf pressed him.


“Janya. What happened to the Soulstone?”

“It is still in there.”

“You didn't let the Fortress Lord's side take it, did you?”

“No. We only need to retrieve it.”


Janya tightened his mask and prepared to move in.


The tavern had already been completely covered by Black Cloud. Considering that even a small amount could contaminate a soul in an instant, he did not want to enter again.


By now, the souls of everyone inside the tavern had probably reached the limit of contamination.


...He did not even want to think about it.


Janya knew well what kind of ‘beings’ those whose souls had been contaminated would become.


No, perhaps there was no one in all of 《Chaos》 who did not know about those beings.


Then Black-Tongued Wolf stopped Janya and spoke.


“...Janya, what is that?”


Without thinking, Janya looked in the same direction.


Then he froze.


Something impossible was happening.


“What... This cannot be...”


A man was walking calmly out of the tavern's Black Cloud.


Even a member of the Verdant Light clan could not emerge unharmed after inhaling Black Cloud head-on. Yet that man was not one of them. Janya had never heard of a member of the Verdant Light clan without antennae.


Janya's fingertips trembled faintly when he saw the man's face.


“That man has the Soulstone.”

“What? Good. Attack!”


The reinforcements who had come with Black-Tongued Wolf charged.


The man calmly drew his sword.


One step, then another.


Each time the man took a step, Janya saw an illusion of the ground shaking. Every time the man's sword moved, another reinforcement died.


Black-Tongued Wolf's face changed as he shouted,


“Who the hell is that bastard?”


Who was he?


Janya wanted to ask that himself.


More than fifty Third Adapters still remained behind them. It was a force that could wipe out a decent mid- to high-ranking clan in an instant.


Janya looked at the number of reinforcements and tried to calm himself.


There are still enough of them. At this rate...


Jaehwan frowned as he cut down the reinforcements swarming him like bees.


There were too many to kill one by one with Stab.


If he delayed any longer, he might end up in another difficult situation like before.


...I did not want to use this.


He had held back because he did not like relying on an item's power. Still, refusing to use it forever out of stubbornness would be ridiculous.


For the first time since the fight began, Jaehwan drew Dokbul from its scabbard.


Only then did Janya realize that Jaehwan had fought with the sword still sheathed until now.


Dokbul scraped against its scabbard with a harsh sword cry. An enormous demonic aura spewed in every direction, and a single massive form appeared.


The bodies of every reinforcement except Janya and Black-Tongued Wolf went rigid.


It felt as though an enormous Horned Beast had arrived before them.


“G-Garnak...”


The innate skill embedded in the scabbard, 「Garnak’s Majesty」, had activated.


The massive Garnak let out a thunderous roar, and Dokbul's blade moved.


Janya stared blankly at the sight.


It cut through a unit of Third Adapters like fallen leaves in an autumn wind. The reinforcements, their bodies frozen in fear, fell apart as though torn to shreds by enormous claws.


When Janya came to his senses, only he and Black-Tongued Wolf remained.


More accurately, Black-Tongued Wolf was already fleeing far away.


Janya looked at his brothers sprawled across the ground and saw his own future in them.


He would not survive here.


“There is one way for you to live.”


Janya sharply raised his head at those words, as if Jaehwan had read his thoughts.


Jaehwan said,


“Tell me where the Dream Demon is.”


Janya's expression gradually changed. Jaehwan's eyes also took on a strange look.


“Why are you laughing?”


Jaehwan asked as he watched Janya laugh like a madman.


Janya did not answer.


He only laughed.


Janya knew that if he revealed anything about the Dream Demon, he would eventually die even if he survived here.


He recalled the back of a certain being. The strongest being Janya had ever seen in 《Chaos》, and the only one who had the potential to unite 《Chaos》 in the future.


The Geumcheon Hall Master.


Could this man truly be stronger than the Geumcheon Hall Master, no matter how powerful he was?


Janya shook his head. Anyone who had seen the Geumcheon Hall Master in person would never doubt the answer.


Janya believed it.


Only the Geumcheon Hall Master could unite 《Chaos》, obtain the 「Fruit」, and advance into the Great Realm.


“Loyalty?”


Janya's laughter grew louder.


“It is not such a simple emotion.”


The Geumcheon Hall Master was terrifying. The man before him was terrifying too.


But if someone asked whether he was acting out of loyalty, that would be wrong.


Janya looked at his fallen brothers one last time.


The years they had struggled through together, their hatred for the world, all of it was stirring awake. So was the image of the one being who would fulfill that hatred's long-held wish for them.


Janya laughed as he caught his breath.


Now that the Black Cloud had truly been released, ‘that’ would soon begin.


It is a little early.


But if I am going to die here anyway.


Glaring at Jaehwan, Janya pulled something like a black jewel from his clothes and swallowed it whole.


It happened in an instant.


Jaehwan's expression shifted strangely.


Soulstone?


For an instant, Jaehwan saw the shape of the jewel Janya had swallowed.


It was certainly a Soulstone. More precisely, it was a stone that gave off an aura far more sinister than a Soulstone.


The stone's energy flowed into Janya's body, and his flesh began to swell.


Its energy was powerful enough to make even Jaehwan's senses uncomfortable for a moment.


Hahahaha, hahahahahat!


Janya's laughter twisted grotesquely. Black veins rose all over his body, and the muscles across his entire body rapidly expanded.


His spiritual power coefficient, once at the level of a Fourth Adapter, nearly doubled, instantly surpassing that of a Fifth Adapter.


A power that might even reach the Sixth Adaptation.


Janya's swollen body slowly began to split down the middle. A giant mouth lined with hideous teeth emerged, and grotesque tentacles extended from around it.


Jaehwan suddenly thought he understood what that being was.


“Everyone here is taking something like drugs.”


When Jaehwan had said that after seeing people on every street inhaling strange powders, Mino had answered,


“Well, I can see why you would misunderstand... But that is not a drug. They have no choice if they want to lower their soul contamination.”


At first, he had not understood what she meant.


Now, he thought he did.


“Nobody wants to become a Deadman.”


* * *


A Deadman. A monster created when a being's soul contamination reached one hundred percent.


The fear of everyone who lived in 《Chaos》, something all of them considered more horrifying than death. A beast that had lost every memory and shred of reason from its former life, leaving only desire behind.


Oooooooooh.


Janya's voice was soaked in ecstasy.


His memories as a human were vanishing. As he destroyed everything he was, Janya finally reached complete freedom.


The freedom to cast himself into the abyss. The freedom to consign himself to the maggots. At the end of that destructive freedom, Janya arrived in another world.


...Is this the truth of this world?


A world where all humans looked like corpses. A world where horrific numbers and data gnawed at beings like maggots.


Janya looked at his surging tentacles, filled with the sense that he could do anything.


It was laughable that he had feared becoming a Deadman until now. What use were memories or dignity as a human when he could see such a magnificent world?


“A-A medium Deadman!”

“Everyone, run!”


The terrified guards began to flee.


Janya drove his tentacles wildly into the nearby corpses, absorbing their spiritual power. His reason gradually went numb.


Sexual desire and hunger. Endless cravings seized control of everything he was.


At that moment, Janya was a slave to complete freedom.


Then Janya saw a man.


Laughing, Janya tried to extend his tentacles toward him.


But a cold sensation brushed against his soul.


How could a ‘human’ exist in this world?


Janya looked around.


There were no humans anywhere.


Only corpses.


Then how did that man still have the form of a human?


Intense revulsion twisted Janya's body.


That being should not be here.


How could something like that...


Janya reflexively moved his tentacles to kill the man.


Yet what was this?


His tentacles would not move.


The man looked at him.


The eyes of one who was neither human nor Deadman stared at him.


Janya's tentacles trembled.


I am afraid? Me?


Something like that could not exist.


With a monstrous scream, his tentacles moved. To deny what he saw, to silence all this fear.


Then the man raised his sword and pointed it at him.


It was as though the world itself had turned against him.


The next moment, Janya saw the world around him distort. Something like a powerful flash of wind passed by, and as his entire body seemed to tear apart, the world spun.


Before he could even scream, terrible pain consumed his whole body. His reflection showed in the man's blade.


Tentacles scattered through the air poured endlessly from the sky.


Within that destructive scene, Janya glimpsed the lonely end he had long wished for.


...Is it raining?


That was the last thing Janya saw.
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Janya’s lifeless soul turned into silver dust and scattered away. It had returned to the World Tree as nutrients.


Jaehwan rolled his shoulders a couple of times, his lips twitching.


He had meant to avoid using Normal Stab if he could.


The Stab that had pierced Janya was destructive enough to warp part of the sky. It looked as though some enormous club had smashed straight into the heavens.


What the hell was that thing?


From what he could tell, monsters like that were called Deadmans here. Monsters born through soul mutation when soul contamination reached its extreme. Jaehwan was a little surprised.


Whenever he used 「Doubt」, the true nature of a form in this place was revealed. Humans became corpses, monsters became masses of vicious emotion...


And yet those things called Deadmans did not change even when he used 「Doubt」.


That meant those huge mouths and tentacles were their true nature.


For now, Jaehwan decided to head back to the tavern. He had not managed to learn anything about the Dream Demon, but there was still a high chance that some stragglers remained near the tavern.


Then, the moment he stepped inside, Jaehwan realized something was wrong. Karlton, Mino, and the rest of the employees were still collapsed on the floor.


Karlton looked especially bad. The silver wings that had once radiated light were now completely twisted. Fortunately, he still seemed to be breathing. With difficulty, Karlton opened his eyes.


“Quickly... raise the alarm in the Inner Fortress...”


Jaehwan’s expression hardened as he looked at the bulging veins on Karlton’s pale skin. It was a symptom very similar to Janya’s. Mino was in much the same condition.


Supporting Mino, Jaehwan asked, “Why did this happen?”


Mino barely opened her eyes under the faint sunlight falling through the tavern.


“...Soul contamination.”


Her breathing rasped. Jaehwan asked again.


“Wasn’t soul contamination something that flared up when someone failed to take the ‘medicine’?”

“N-Normally...”


In Chaos, soul contamination was a common illness. If one kept taking medicine made from ground Horned Beast horns during the early and middle stages of contamination, it was a disease that could be overcome. That was what Jaehwan knew.


So what was this?


Mino was one thing, but even Karlton looked like this. There was no way Karlton had failed to take the medicine until reaching this kind of critical state.


That left only one answer. Something had severely contaminated the inside of the tavern.


“Was it because of that black smoke earlier?”


Mino nodded weakly. Her fingers drifted unsteadily through the air. Sparks jumped from her fingertips as though the System itself had malfunctioned. It meant her soul contamination had reached its limit, to the point where she could no longer use the System. Mino’s lips moved.


So this is how it ends.


Jaehwan’s face came into view against the light. A face cast in deep shadows, his features sharply defined. It was the face of a man who had overcome every hardship and made it all the way here. She had never looked at that face this closely before. Maybe because she had felt she should not.


“What... happened to them?”

“I killed them all.”


I see. There was no strength left in her eyes. The man’s face gradually blurred.


“I can’t see very well.”

“...”

“How do I look right now? Do I look okay? I’m breathing, right?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“You know...”


Mino’s lips kept moving. Maybe there had been something she wanted to tell him. But she no longer understood very well what she herself was saying. Her consciousness was steadily fading.


Even so, she kept saying something. Like someone who already knew her own fate. The dark red veins had now turned completely black.


“Don’t say anything else.”


Jaehwan knew what Mino would become now. Like the man he had killed earlier, she would turn into a monster. She would die as a monster that had lost reason, lost memory, lost everything.


Jaehwan did not know how to save her. All he had practiced while climbing the Tower was how to kill.


“This is really shameless of me... but may I ask one favor?”


When Jaehwan nodded, Mino gave a strained smile and said, “Please kill me.”


Jaehwan quietly drew his sword. And the moment he did, tangled emotions whirled inside him.


This person is human.


Contradictory emotions were all raising their voices at once.

Jaehwan couldn't 「Understand」. Why did seeing this woman make 「Doubt」 waver and 「Selflessness」 falter? Why were things he had thought forgotten trying to return?


Emotion was unnecessary on the path he walked.


She had asked him to kill her, so Jaehwan would not hesitate any longer. This was a path for her sake, and for his own as well.


“Wait.”


Someone grabbed Jaehwan’s wrist just then. An old, wrinkled hand, but a gentle one.


“It may not be too late yet. Just wait a little.”

“She asked me to kill her.”

“You fool! Do you think Mino truly meant that? What are you going to do if you really kill her?”


The voice belonged to Claire, the owner of the tavern.

Even in such an urgent situation, there was a steadiness to her voice. She had thrown herself outside the tavern the moment Karlton gave his warning, and fortunately seemed to have avoided the soul contamination.


Soon after, the fortress’s medical personnel rushed into the tavern.


“This way, quickly!”


Gorgon Fortress’s response was fairly fast. The medical officer urgently dispatched from the fortress moved only Karlton and Mino, whose Mutation had not yet begun, to the Outer Fortress infirmary.

Watching Mino being carried away on an escort stretcher, Jaehwan asked, “Can she still survive?”

“If Mutation continues like this, the chances are almost nonexistent...”


One of the medical personnel answered with a dim expression.


Mutation.


The moment that word was spoken, Jaehwan did not miss the fear that passed across everyone’s faces.


[Warning! Soul contamination has surpassed 90%!]


The contamination meter Karlton had been carrying kept blaring warning tones. Right after that, a siren rang out from somewhere in the fortress.


[Gorgon Net alert issued!]

[A small Deadman has appeared inside the fortress!]

[Residents near the northern market district are requested to evacuate immediately!]


The entire fortress was in upheaval.

Having personally fought a Deadman, Jaehwan found the reaction a little excessive.


...Are Deadmans really that dangerous?


Through 「Doubt」, information about Deadmans was flying in from all directions. Then, Jaehwan’s senses caught strange Pushes. Human-shaped figures dressed in red night uniforms were appearing across the rooftops.


...

[Anti-Evil Squad First Company has just arrived.]

[Anti-Evil Squad Second Company has arrived.]

...


Once the reports ended, the one who seemed to be their leader gave the order.


[Wipe them out before the Mutation is complete.]


The Deadman extermination began at once. Most of those calling themselves the Anti-Evil Squad were Third Adapters or higher. In overall level, they were no weaker than the forces of Geumcheon Hall, perhaps even a step above them.


They immediately charged into the tavern.


“Mino! Stay with me!”


Claire was pouring every bit of medicine she had into Mino’s mouth. It was no time to worry whether it came from a One-Horned Beast or a Two-Horned Beast. The medical officer asked one of the staff,


“How much medicine is left?”

“...There’s barely any now.”

“What about the new supply delivered yesterday?”

“It was all used to calm the Fortress Lord’s condition...”

“Damn it.”


The contamination level kept rising.

It was as though something was devouring Karlton’s and Mino’s souls. Something overwhelmingly powerful, something that could never be purified with powder from One-Horned Beast or Two-Horned Beast horns.


When they arrived at the infirmary, the guard standing at the entrance looked down at Mino with a troubled expression.


“The checkpoint chief can be admitted, but I cannot allow this woman in. The remaining medicine...”

“I’ll provide the medicine, so just lend me the equipment!”


Claire shouted. In the end, the guard relented.


“If that is the case.”


The Outer Fortress infirmary was even more poorly equipped than Jaehwan had expected.

It was nothing more than a broad tent filled with hundreds of field cots. Every patient lying limply on those beds was already suffering from advanced soul contamination.


“Move aside! Emergency patient!”


The medical teams bustled about, pressing respirators to Karlton’s and Mino’s mouths. It seemed they intended to administer the medicine directly through them.


Outside the infirmary tent, the tavern could be seen with smoke rising from it.

The tavern had been sealed off the moment the alert was issued, and the Anti-Evil Squad elites were guarding the surroundings. From inside the tavern came the crying of employees who had turned into Deadmans.


“You’re the one Mino talked about, aren’t you?”


Claire asked that without looking at Jaehwan.


“I went out to catch a few red foxes and never expected I’d come back after meeting the Grim Reaper.”

“...”

“They say you reject every rule of this place. That you judge the world, and define what it means to be human, by your own standards.”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“I know your kind well. I’ve seen one before.”


Claire spoke while resting a hand on Mino’s chest, measuring her breathing.

Jaehwan looked at Claire’s face. It was the face of a woman he had first seen today.


“People aren’t adapting to this place and living here because they’re fools. They do it because they have no choice.”


At the deeply rooted helplessness in her voice, Jaehwan spoke for the first time.


“They lack courage.”

“Courage?”


Claire repeated the word.


“Courage for what?”


Jaehwan, who had been about to speak again, fell silent.

Because he had seen Claire’s eyes.

Because he had seen the regret and years gathered in them. The eyes of someone who had barely managed to survive by forcing out courage again and again, until no courage remained to be drawn out.


“Higher ideals, truer justice... You’re probably the sort of person who pursues those things.”


From all around came the shouts of medical personnel. Patients with severe soul contamination were coughing up black phlegm.


“That is surely something admirable, something sublime. So admirable that the people here cannot even dare to understand it... Yes, perhaps you’re right. Because I lack courage, I don’t know what you’re thinking. But there is one thing I do know.”


Claire’s eyes looked exactly like Mino’s.


“That you are dangerous.”


The words Mino had muttered like delirium before losing consciousness flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


Now I understand. Why I wanted to follow you. Why I kept wanting to stop you whenever you tried to leave.


Those words mixed with Claire’s until they became more and more jumbled. Claire and Mino spoke at the same time.


“You need to leave this place.”


I wish you wouldn’t leave this place.


“The longer you stay here, the more the people will despair.”


Because they’ll see you and begin to hope.


“They’ll be tormented by the illusion that maybe something could change.”


Hope, that maybe something really could change.


“For young people like Mino, it will be even worse. They’ll be tempted easily, shaken easily. They’ll side with you, and in the end they’ll die like this.”


The people of Chaos will hate you. Those who have already adapted to this place even more so. They’ll suffer from inferiority, they’ll be in pain... Someone will hate you. Many people will die, and many will be hurt.


“I really... With someone like you, I...”


Even knowing all that, why do I keep wanting to hold on to you?


Claire could not bring herself to continue. Tears were flowing from Mino’s eyes. Claire hurriedly pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the corners of Mino’s eyes.


Please don’t give up on this world.
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At that moment, the old door to the Outer Fortress infirmary burst open.


“Chief!”


It was James, the Chief’s assistant, along with the guards from the northern checkpoint. James’s eyes burned as they briefly passed over Jaehwan. One of the nearby guards hurriedly explained what had happened. After hearing the whole story, James turned to Karlton with a despairing expression.


“Bring out every medicine we have!”


The guards produced all the medicine they were carrying. Most of it was One-Horned Beast powder, though some Two-Horned Beast powder was mixed in. James even readily offered the precious Three-Horned Beast powder he had been saving.


“To think even a Three-Horned Beast can’t purify it...”


One of the medical staff groaned. The soul contamination had not improved in the slightest. A guard spoke anxiously.


“What do we do now? If the Chief becomes a Deadman...”

“No one will be able to stop him.”


James said, clenching his fist hard enough to crush it.


Jaehwan asked casually, “Is there no way to bring someone back once they become a Deadman?”


A medical staff member nodded grimly. Jaehwan looked back and forth between Karlton and Mino as if considering something.


After a while, Jaehwan suddenly grabbed Karlton by the collar.


“Hey, wake up. I have something to ask you.”


Jaehwan slapped Karlton’s cheeks repeatedly. He hit him hard enough to make them swell red. The guards, trembling with worry, went pale at the sight and rushed forward.


“H-How dare you strike the Chief!”


Yet, surprisingly, Karlton regained consciousness.


“C-Chief?”


The guards from the northern checkpoint gathered around Karlton. Subordinates were supposed to hate their superiors, but judging by how worried they all looked, Karlton seemed to have been a better boss than expected.


Karlton barely managed to speak.


“Jaehwan?”

“Yeah.”

“...I have a request.”

“What is it?”

“Please kill me.”


Everyone he met today seemed to be asking him to kill them. Jaehwan frowned.


“You could kill me, Jaehwan. Please. Kill me before it is too late.”


There were many implications in those words. Jaehwan’s expressionless face was reflected in Karlton’s blue irises.


“Shouldn’t you normally be asking me to save you at a time like this?”


Karlton gave a faint smile.


“Article 1, Clause 4 of the Gorgon Special Act. Anyone whose soul contamination exceeds 95 percent and begins Mutation must...”


Karlton coughed, as though even speaking had become difficult. Jaehwan furrowed his brow.


He did not like people like Karlton.


He disliked those who devoted themselves to an organization. He especially despised those who served it blindly, without a shred of doubt.


Still, there was one thing Jaehwan could acknowledge about Karlton. If there had been ten people like him in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, no, even five, Jaehwan would not have needed to spend forty years trapped inside it.


Jaehwan slapped Karlton’s cheek as he started to lose consciousness again.


“Let me ask you one thing.”

“W-What...?”


Karlton’s lips trembled.


“Does that Gorgon law you are so proud of have anything about the crime of returning to the past?”

“What do you mean...?”

“I’m asking if there’s a law to punish people who abandoned this world and ran away to the past.”

“I don’t understand the question...”


Those were Karlton’s last words before his eyes rolled back. His body began to convulse. Dark blue veins swelled again, while every muscle in his body writhed like crawling larvae.


Mutation was imminent.


[Warning! Soul contamination: 94%. Mutation will begin shortly!]


At that moment, the infirmary tent flapped as a group of men barged in. The face of the man at their head was familiar. He was the commander of the Anti-Evil Squad, who had been fighting the Deadmans near the tavern moments ago.


James’s expression darkened sharply after recognizing him.


One of Gorgon Fortress’s strongest combat units.

The Deadman Extermination Unit, the Anti-Evil Squad.

And the man who led them.


“Anti-Evil Squad Commander...”


The commander’s cold gaze was fixed squarely on Karlton. A few guards subtly tried to shield Karlton’s body, but it was meaningless resistance.


“Move aside.”


Shing. A blade rang as it left its sheath.


“That man is no longer the northern checkpoint chief you knew. You know that well enough, don’t you?”


Even then, the guards did not move.


In the end, the commander chose a harsher approach.


“Under Article 1, Clause 4 of the Gorgon Special Act, Northern Checkpoint Chief Karlton and one other are to be eliminated immediately.”


The manifestation of 「Edict」.


Jaehwan found it somehow amusing.


Stubborn bastard, the world you protected has come to kill you.


Under the effect of 「Edict」, the guards fell to their knees one after another. 「Edict」 was a skill that displayed unmatched power within the fortress. There was no one who could resist it.


The commander’s blade flew mercilessly toward Karlton’s neck. It was an attack no one could stop.


Or at least, it should have been.


Until someone caught the blade barehanded.


“This guy can’t die. I still have questions for him.”


* * *


Catching the sword of a Fifth Adapter with one’s bare hand.


Naturally, it was impossible by the standards of 《Chaos》.


The startled Anti-Evil Squad Commander tried to pull his sword free, but the blade trapped in Jaehwan’s grip showed no sign of coming loose. The commander was formidable even among Fifth Adapters.


Yet Jaehwan had stopped his blade with a bare hand. Even if the sword had not been infused with spiritual power, there were only a handful of people in this fortress capable of stopping it barehanded.


On top of that, Edict was ineffective.


The commander had spent nearly a hundred years in Gorgon Fortress and seen all manner of things. The man before him had broken through Edict and stopped his blade. He did not know who Jaehwan was, but he was certainly powerful.


“...I do not know who you are, but do not obstruct the Anti-Evil Squad in carrying out its duty. We are only trying to prevent a greater disaster.”

“A disaster?”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


“I don’t think killing Karlton will solve anything. Shouldn’t you be finding the cause of this situation instead of killing Karlton?”


It was a sound argument.


The commander had heard about the situation as well. Some of Geumcheon Hall’s men had done something, contaminating Karlton’s soul. Apparently, Karlton had ended up this way while trying to save the residents.


But what could they do about it? The culprits were gone, and so was the evidence. Karlton would soon become a Deadman.


That was all there was to it.


“We only follow the law.”

“The law.”


Using 「Doubt」, Jaehwan examined Karlton’s inventory.


‘Just as I thought.’


Jaehwan’s hand slipped into Karlton’s clothes and emerged holding a book. It was the real thing behind the so-called 『Stubborn Bastard’s Law Dictionary』 that Karlton had memorized by heart.


“Article 1, Clause 4 of the Gorgon Special Act... Anyone whose soul contamination nears 95 percent and begins Mutation shall be executed immediately. This is the clause, right?”

“...That is correct.”

“Then if we stop the Mutation, there will be no reason to kill Karlton.”


Jaehwan pulled a long, blackish horn from his Dimensional Bag.


“I think this should do it.”


One of the medical staff recognized it.


“Garnak’s horn!”


They had heard that the horn of Garnak, a Five-Horned Beast, had made its way into Gorgon Fortress. But they had never imagined that this man was its owner.


“T-That might give us a chance.”


The medical staff agreed, and the Anti-Evil Squad Commander slowly sheathed his sword. The man was right. If they could stop the Mutation, there was no need to kill Karlton immediately.


Still, the medical staff did not look entirely pleased.


“But there is a problem...”


Most medicinal ingredients circulating on the market came from Three-Horned Beasts or below. There were very few people who could process horns from Four-Horned Beasts or higher.


The only person in the fortress who might be able to do it was Twilight Dusk's Deputy Workshop Master Meikal. But there was not enough time to summon him. Besides, there was no telling whether the proud Deputy Workshop Master would lend out his skill just to make medicine...


The medical staff stopped speaking with their mouths hanging open.


“Wouldn’t this work?”


Garnak’s horn was crumbling into powder in Jaehwan’s hand.


“W-Wait!”


The horrified medical staff accepted the powder with trembling hands. It was medicine too valuable for them to even guess its worth.


The powder, already basically refined, was drawn into Karlton and Mino’s airways. For the first time, the contamination meter’s numbers stopped rising and began to stabilize. Purification had not yet begun, but they had prevented them from becoming Deadmans.


Then the medical staff member treating Mino spoke in a grave voice.


“This is bad!”


The contamination level had begun fluctuating again.


“The Mutation isn’t subsiding. This person’s Constitution has fallen too far...!”


The medical team hurriedly measured Mino’s contamination.


[Warning! Soul contamination has exceeded 95%! Mutation has begun!]


The medical staff member’s face turned pale with terror.


“We can’t stop it now...”


No matter how good the medicine was, there was no way to stop it once the contamination exceeded 95%.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander moved to draw his sword again. Claire shouted.


“Call Cheongheo, call him! That old man can use ‘Deadman Slash’! If he uses it, there’s still a chance!”

“...Are you referring to the Divine Doctor of Despair?”


The medical officer frowned.


Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


No one at this infirmary was unfamiliar with his name. He was the only physician capable of saving a soul that had entered the stage of Mutation. The Divine Doctor who could forcibly halt Mutation with his unique Ultimate Technique, Deadman Slash.


The Push of the medical staff reached Jaehwan’s mind.


[But Officer, what exactly is Deadman Slash?]

[It is a technique used by the Divine Doctor of Despair. I hear it cuts away the contamination itself, the thing causing the Mutation.]

[How could that be possible...]


Claire spoke.


“This child knows the Divine Doctor of Despair. That old man will definitely help her.”

“The Divine Doctor is in the Inner Fortress on important business. He cannot come over something so trivial.”

“...Something so trivial?”


Claire’s anger flared. Just as she was about to speak, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander cut in.


“Move.”


Claire and the medical officer screamed and collapsed beneath his powerful Spiritual Pressure. The commander appeared to measure Mino’s spiritual power, then spoke to Jaehwan.


“I cannot yield this time. You should move aside as well.”


Jaehwan drew Dokbul.


The air began to freeze. Just as a vicious standoff was about to begin, Jaehwan unexpectedly turned his back.


“I’ll kill this woman. She asked me to.”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander took his hand off the sword hilt, as if surprised. The tension in the air gradually eased. The medical team stepped back. Claire bit her lip as she stared at the tip of Jaehwan’s sword. A few medical staff turned away in resignation.


Jaehwan looked down at Mino.


Her face was pale after her Camouflage skill had worn off, but she was beautiful. She was the first person he had met after coming to 《Chaos》.


Her name was Mino.


It was a name he had never once called her by. Jaehwan knew almost nothing about her. He did not know what kind of life she had lived, nor why an assassin had such a fragile disposition. He had never tried to find out.


Slowly, he raised Dokbul. The humming grew louder.


Lines that would guide Mino to death began to appear before Jaehwan’s eyes. Death Lines, visible when he reached an extreme state of 「Selflessness」. It was the best consideration he could offer Mino. Whichever Line he followed, she would die instantly.


Then, the scenery around him began to change.


‘...What is this?’


Everything around Mino and Jaehwan was turning a pure, blank white.


Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」 bloomed to its limit. His senses became extraordinarily sharp.


He had felt something similar when he encountered a succubus on the sixty-sixth floor of the Tower.


A high-level illusion.


Jaehwan looked around while maintaining 「Doubt」. He could find nothing except Mino lying there.


He gripped his sword hilt. He intended to split space itself apart.


Then Jaehwan was startled.


An unfamiliar old man was crouching beside Mino.


[Heh heh, how did our Mino end up in such a state?]


The old man wore a broad-brimmed black hat and a pitch-black robe. At a glance, anyone might mistake him for a grim reaper.


Seemingly unaware of Jaehwan’s presence, the old man clicked his tongue as he looked at Mino.


[Poor child, I’ll help you.]


The old man lightly tapped Mino with his index finger, then smiled in satisfaction. Jaehwan watched silently.


The old man looked over Mino’s entire body with gleaming eyes. The moment Jaehwan gripped his sword, the old man let out a startled scream.


[Ahhh! W-What are you?!]


The old man’s face reddened as though he had been caught doing something improper. After a moment, he cleared his throat and continued.


[Y-Young man, you possess an extraordinary soul. How did you enter my ‘World’?]


Without answering, Jaehwan used 「Doubt」.


But 「Doubt」 did not work.


Several theories flashed through his mind in a brief instant. An old man had suddenly appeared while he was looking at a contaminated soul.


Could this old man be the source of the soul contamination?


Jaehwan remembered what the medical staff had said. Perhaps killing this old man would save Mino.


Whether the old man knew what Jaehwan was thinking or not, he continued speaking.


[But how can such a noble soul possess such petty spirit? Like a five-year-old child...]


Jaehwan’s sword hilt moved.


[What?!]


The old man’s eyes widened. Then he let out a fierce roar.


[It seems this young man needs a lesson!]


A dazzling sword strike erupted.


From the impact, Jaehwan stepped back once, while the old man stumbled back three steps. Jaehwan was startled.


‘He blocked my sword?’


For the first time since arriving in Chaos, his Light Stab had been blocked. There had been enemies who dodged his Stab or survived after taking the hit, but none had ever blocked it...


That was not the only surprising part.


The old man had blocked the Stab with a slash.


The old man let out a groan.


[H-How did you block my ‘Ordinary Slash’?!]


The technique’s name was somehow irritating.


The old man’s beard trembled as he staggered. He had suffered greatly from the clash. Severe cracks ran across his sword.


[W-Who are you?]


With the old man’s shout, the surrounding World shattered. The scenery returned to that of the infirmary.


Then a miserable cry rang out.


“No...! My beloved sword made from a Four-Horned Beast!”


When Jaehwan turned his head, the old man who had just crossed swords with him was on his knees, sobbing. He trembled as he held his broken sword.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander and Claire shouted almost at the same time.


“D-Divine Doctor...?”

“Old man Cheongheo!”


The finest physician Gorgon Fortress had to offer.


The Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo had arrived.
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“Anyway, because of that old man, there was a fad for a while. People said that if you repeated the basic slash a billion times, you would gain some kind of enlightenment and become incredibly strong, or something like that.”


- Imai Kazuki, Third Division Commander of Rupture


* * *


Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


It was difficult to find anyone in 《Chaos》 who had not heard rumors about him.


He was the only person in Chaos capable of using Deadman Slash. There was probably no physician in the world better suited to the title of Despair. Of course, his reputation was not built solely on his abilities as a physician.


- I heard the divine doctor’s Combat Power is at the Hall Master level.


The strange history surrounding Cheongheo was more than enough to fuel gossip among the idlers wandering Chaos.


- I heard he is an Abyss powerhouse.

- They say he was once a member of Rupture.

- I heard he cleared the Master’s Tower.


No one knew the truth. Cheongheo had never spoken about his past in public. Over time, the rumors about him gradually dwindled into trivial gossip.


That he was an eccentric old man who only knew how to slash.


That he was a lecherous old man who only treated women.


That the Despair in Divine Doctor of Despair came from his constant longing...


“The divine doctor is in despair!”


As the medical officer watched Cheongheo kneeling on the floor, they were once again convinced that the rumors were true.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander helped Cheongheo up and asked, “Divine Doctor! What about the Fortress Lord? Why have you come here?”


“A beauty is about to die, and you are worried about the Fortress Lord?”


“What do you mean by that...?”


Cheongheo glared at Jaehwan over the stunned commander’s shoulder.


“Hey! What are you going to do about this? You ruined my Deadman Slash! And now my sword is like this...”


Cheongheo’s sword had shattered into pieces. His Deadman Slash was a divine technique that could only be performed with a sword made from a Four-Horned Beast or higher.


Then Cheongheo’s expression changed.


“Oh! You have something good there.”


Cheongheo rushed over in an instant, his eyes gleaming.


“A Garnak horn.”


The sword bore the aura of Garnak, a Five-Horned Beast. Cheongheo had seen swords made from Five-Horned Beast horns before, but this was the first time he had seen even the scabbard made entirely from a Garnak horn.


Garnak was just that powerful and savage a Horned Beast.


Without asking permission, Cheongheo reached for the sword.


“Oh, you little brat.”


Cheongheo gave a bitter smile as he looked at his wrist, caught in midair. He had known Jaehwan was no ordinary man when he blocked his Ordinary Slash, but the young man was more skilled than he had expected.


“If you lend me this sword...”


“Hm?”


“If I lend you this sword, can you save that woman?”


Cheongheo blinked.


“Of course! If it is me!”


Without a word, Jaehwan handed Dokbul over, scabbard and all.


Cheongheo was a little surprised.


It was their first meeting, yet Jaehwan was handing over his weapon so easily. He had to be extremely confident in his abilities...


Well, that was not important right now.


“It is a fine sword, but it really does resemble its owner.”


Cheongheo snickered as he turned the sword over. Dokbul let out a low hum, as though it disliked the old man’s touch.


Before long, Cheongheo’s eyes gradually turned white. Like an artist sketching an outline, the old man’s sword slowly swept through the air. Everything in the room began to settle into silence.


Jaehwan watched as the world turned blank as a sheet of paper.


That illusion from earlier?


Each time the old man’s sword moved, more white spread across the scenery. Jaehwan watched for a long time before realizing something.


No.


This was no low-grade illusion.


This was the world the old man saw.


Mino stood on a blank white page, her lines fading.


The old man looked at Mino like a master painter.


There was none of Doubt’s discomfort in his eyes, nor Understanding’s brilliance. There was only an unbroken gaze. Looking from this side once, then from that side once.


At last, the old man held Dokbul like a brush.


He began to redraw Mino’s lines. His movements flowed elegantly. His hands moved with the ease of someone who had spent hundreds of years painting a single picture.


As Jaehwan watched, a strange feeling filled him.


The old man’s hands were gentle, yet unhesitating.


At times fierce, at times relaxed.


Yet never dull.


Mino’s soul was being inscribed upon the world once again.


With every stroke the old man added, Jaehwan’s heart stirred. A life devoted entirely to drawing a single stroke had seeped into every layer of those tender lines.


It reminded him of the life he had lived, yet it was a history that followed an unmistakably different path.


The old man’s hand moved again.


A stroke drew Mino’s nose, another her lips. He was even more careful when drawing the curve of her chest. The white world rippled and danced along with the old man’s movements.


It was like a song.


Not a song that moved anyone deeply, but one that offered comfort simply by being seen and heard. Before long, the old man’s dance was nearing its end.


Then, in the next moment, he suddenly dropped Dokbul and collapsed.


“Ah, I am too tired to go on.”


Cheongheo, who had been dancing as though possessed, sprawled out on the floor.


“Damn it, I am short on spiritual power.”


Mino’s restoration was still unstable. Even Jaehwan could tell that the picture would be complete with just a little more work.


Yet the old man did not even seem to have the strength to stand.


“If it were not for that damned Fortress Lord...”


The world was shaking.


Jaehwan instinctively understood. If that picture was not completed, Deadman Slash would not be realized. He looked at the old man’s exhausted eyes and hesitated for a moment.


‘I cannot slash.’


But.


Even if it was only imitation.


Jaehwan picked up Dokbul in the old man’s place.


Cries rose around him.


Shock, protests, meaningless noise.


Too loud.


His mind, which had doubted the world through 「Doubt」, and his soul, which had longed for 「Understanding」, held their breath. The heart that had been tightly clenched slowly loosened.


So this was what it felt like.


When he opened his eyes again, a world as white as a canvas lay before him.


Cheongheo stared at him in shock, while Mino lay asleep.


It was peaceful.


For the first time, he raised his sword to save someone.


The white world accepted him.


He felt as if he could draw anything into this space.


Like he was painting an intricate pointillist work, Jaehwan tapped Dokbul through the air.


He thought of Mino. It had only been a few days since he met her, but she had told him many stories in that time.


She was playful and stubborn. An assassin, yet fragile. Someone who did not betray others. Someone who disliked him.


And...


Someone who trusted people.


Jaehwan moved his hand without taking a single breath, as though afraid that the Mino he knew would disappear in that brief moment.


How much time passed?


It seemed complete, but something still felt missing.


Then Jaehwan remembered something.


Something he had never seen, yet had learned about by chance.


He placed a tiny dot above Mino’s right breast. His vision went dark from lack of oxygen. Jaehwan slowly caught his breath, then blinked.


“When did you see something like that?”


Mino stood before him, smiling brightly.


As he looked into her eyes, Jaehwan thought, if only for a moment.


Maybe.


Maybe there was a way to destroy the world without anyone dying.


He soon shook his head.


There was no way such a method existed.


When he opened his eyes again, Jaehwan wondered if he had still not escaped the blank world.


Everyone around him was silent.


James was rubbing his eyes, and the medical staff were trembling as they held their measuring devices. Claire stared blankly at Mino. The black veins were gradually receding.


Someone shouted.


“Mutation has stopped!”

“O-Oh, the contamination level is dropping!”


Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair, wore a stunned expression.


“How in the world...”


Cheongheo’s Deadman Slash was not a technique one could copy after seeing it once.


It was not a skill.


Countless Adapters had sought his teachings, but none had mastered it. That was Deadman Slash.


“...That petty spirit of yours has softened a little.”


Cheongheo muttered as he studied Jaehwan. Jaehwan’s spirit, which had bristled aggressively like a hedgehog’s spines, had mellowed slightly. What had just happened had clearly changed something inside him.


“Though it still looks like a five-year-old has only become a ten-year-old.”


Cheongheo’s lips twitched as though Jaehwan still displeased him.


“By the way, who are you? And how did you use Deadman Slash?”


Cheongheo changed his wording halfway through. Strictly speaking, what Jaehwan had shown earlier was not the stance of a slash.


“No, I should call it Deadman Stab. Anyway, where did you learn something like that?”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander looked startled.


“Was what he used truly the same as Deadman Slash?”


“I hate to admit it, but yes.”


“Then...!”


Cheongheo’s eyes grew complicated as he watched the commander’s expression. The commander was among the most loyal people in Gorgon Fortress.


Cheongheo had lived for a thousand years. Reading the thoughts of a commander who had not even lived a century was no difficult task.


“Commander, calm down. We still do not know who this person is.”


“But did you not say so yourself, Divine Doctor? That if there were one more person capable of Deadman Slash, we might be able to save the Fortress Lord.”


“That was...”


Cheongheo frowned, looking troubled.


He had certainly said something like that. Still, he never thought the commander would remember words he had thrown out in passing.


Who would have guessed someone truly capable of Deadman Slash existed?


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s expression hardened.


“Divine Doctor, nothing is more important than the Fortress Lord’s life.”


At the mention of the Fortress Lord’s life, Cheongheo paused before letting out a sigh. Then his lips moved.


[Commander, you know that I am an Awakened One, right? Though I am not a complete one...]


Awakened One.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s body stiffened.


Among those who roamed the 《Great Realm》, who would not know the term Awakened One?


Beings beyond the System’s rules, the few supreme powerhouses who gained tremendous strength by refusing to adapt.


Even across the whole of the 《Great Realm》, there were not many known Awakened Ones. At most, there were the few supreme powerhouses who roamed the twelve zones, and some commanders of Rupture, which Big Brother had designated a dangerous organization.


Yet the Anti-Evil Squad Commander knew there were a few more Awakened Ones beyond them.


For example, the old man standing before him now.


He might fall short of the Lords of the twelve zones and Rupture’s commanders, but an Awakened One was still an Awakened One. The mere fact that Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair, was in Gorgon Fortress kept the other fortresses from targeting Gorgon carelessly.


[What will you do if he is also an Awakened One?]


Footnotes:
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The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s eyes widened at Cheongheo’s words.


[Is that true?]

[It is. What’s more, the Awakened One’s identity and affiliation are both unknown.]


A chill ran down the Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s spine. An Awakened One appearing in the Fortress was a grave matter. Awakened Ones possessed the power to completely overturn the balance of forces in 《Chaos》.


[Could it be the 「Rupture」?]


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s voice was wary.


[For now, we know nothing.]


Just then, the entrance to the tent flapped violently as figures in dark blue martial uniforms entered.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander recognized them at once. They were the Shadow Corps, the guardian force that served the Chief Internal Administrator. The one standing at the front was none other than the Shadow Corps Commander.


[Why are those bastards here...?]


The Shadow Corps had nothing to do with subjugating Deadmans. It was an independent unit that only carried out the secret orders of the Fortress Lord and the Chief Internal Administrator.


The Shadow Corps Commander strode forward, stopped before Jaehwan, and bowed.


“The Shadow Corps Commander greets the Nokmyeong envoy.”


The Nokmyeong envoy?


Cheongheo and the Anti-Evil Squad Commander looked at each other.


“Benefactor, please come with us to the Inner Fortress. As you know, the Fortress Lord’s life...”


The Shadow Corps Commander, who had been reciting the lines without pause, suddenly trailed off after noticing that something was wrong.


“Hm? Why is the Anti-Evil Squad Commander here...? And the Divine Doctor too?”


The Shadow Corps Commander stared at Cheongheo in shock. Yet Cheongheo and the Anti-Evil Squad Commander had already forgotten about the commander completely. As they looked at Jaehwan, the exact same thought crossed both their minds.


Who the hell is this guy?


While they sank into deep thought, the Shadow Corps Commander knelt once more and spoke.


“Benefactor, I beg you. Please come with us. Gorgon Fortress is waiting for you.”


* * *


There was a reason Jaehwan had willingly followed them all the way to Gorgon Inner Keep, even into the office.


“Looking for a dream demon?”


Gorgon Fortress was vast. Dream demons were rare and difficult to encounter, but if he searched thoroughly, there was a good chance that at least one would be somewhere in the Fortress. That was what Meikal had said.


“Go to the administrative department in the Inner Fortress. Give them my name and show them the scabbard I made. They should let you inspect the entry and exit records.”


Just as Meikal had said, checking the records might reveal the dream demon’s current location.


That had been Jaehwan’s first plan. If not for the various incidents along the way, and if the Inner Fortress had not come looking for him itself, he would have done so long ago.


Perhaps this was for the best.


The middle-aged official before him was clearly highly placed, someone who could not even be compared to the head of the administrative department. Depending on the situation, getting information about the dream demon might become much easier.


Jaehwan quietly studied the man’s appearance.


A neatly trimmed mustache, a dignified jawline, and eyes that gleamed with wisdom. If there truly was such a thing as the face of a strategist, this person fit it perfectly.


On the surface, Yulhen looked no older than someone in their mid-forties, but the strength Jaehwan sensed from that body proved the official was a very old soul.


“Before we discuss business, I believe I should introduce myself. My name is Yurhen Chiver. I serve as the Chief Internal Administrator of Gorgon Fortress.”

“Jaehwan.”


Yulhen laughed heartily at the brief introduction.


“Just as the Divine Doctor said.”


Beside Yulhen, the Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo muttered, “See? I told you he was that kind of bastard.”


Yulhen spoke.


“But you already know that your name is not what we are curious about.”

“I figured.”

“Jaehwan, I will ask directly. Are you an envoy of the Nokmyeong Great Family?”

“No.”

“As expected.”


Not even the slightest agitation showed on Yulhen’s face.


The one surprised instead was the Anti-Evil Squad Commander beside Yulhen.


“You are not an envoy of the Nokmyeong Great Family?!”

“I said I wasn’t.”


Cheongheo sneered as if he had expected this.


“Hey, brat. Let me ask you this, then. If you are not from the Nokmyeong Great Family, where did those Soulstones come from?”


Cheongheo glared at the Soulstones rolling across Jaehwan’s hand.


“I picked them up.”

“You expect me to believe that? What happened to the owners who had them?”

“They died.”

“They died? Who would dare kill the household members of one of the Five Great Families...?”

“I did.”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s mouth fell open.


Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, stopped Cheongheo as he began to rise from his seat.


“Please calm yourself, Divine Doctor.”


There was a certain dignity in Yulhen’s calm attitude that even impressed Jaehwan.


“Th-that bastard said he killed all the Great Family’s household members!”

“We still do not know exactly what happened between Jaehwan and the Nokmyeong Great Family.”

“...”

“Let us hear him out first. I believe Jaehwan had his reasons.”


Yulhen gave Jaehwan a look.


Jaehwan opened his mouth.


“They attacked first. They tried to take the horn I had, so I dealt with them.”

“A horn? You expect us to believe that...”


As Cheongheo raised his voice in anger, the last remaining Garnak horn emerged from Jaehwan’s backpack.


Cheongheo’s mouth shut.


A Garnak horn. It was a rare treasure that spoke louder than a hundred explanations.


Yulhen spoke.


“I see.”


The Nokmyeong Great Family was a group with an intense greed for materials. If a human had been carrying high-grade materials like a Garnak horn, it could easily have led to conflict.


If Jaehwan had fought to protect himself and killed them in the process, there was little anyone could rebuke him for.


After hearing that much, Yulhen became curious.


Then how had this man come here, even being mistaken for someone from the Nokmyeong Great Family?


“Could you tell us more of your story, Jaehwan?”

“It is not difficult.”


Jaehwan nodded and slowly began his story.


After a short while, Yulhen leaned forward over interlaced fingers and spoke.


“I see. Let me summarize what you have told us.”


“First, Jaehwan became caught up in something ‘by chance’ and entered 《Chaos》.”


Jaehwan nodded.


“Second, Jaehwan ‘happened’ to obtain those Soulstones from the Nokmyeong Great Family and entered this Fortress.”


Jaehwan nodded again.


“Third, Jaehwan ‘happened’ to get caught up in this incident, met the Divine Doctor, and tried imitating the Deadman Slash of a Divine Doctor you had never met before.”


Jaehwan nodded one final time.


“I see. I understand.”


Cheongheo, who had been watching from the side, looked frustrated.


“...Chief Internal Administrator. You do not seriously believe that bastard, do you?”

“I do.”

“Has the Fortress Lord’s disappearance driven you mad?”


Yulhen smiled faintly at Cheongheo’s words.


“Divine Doctor.”

“What?”

“To earn someone’s trust, one must first trust that person.”


Yulhen left the Divine Doctor speechless, then turned back to Jaehwan.


“Jaehwan, if you do not mind, may I ask you a few more questions?”

“Fine.”

“Then here is the first. Your physical body is still alive, correct?”


Jaehwan’s fingers froze around the Soulstone.


Before entering the Main Game of the 《Tower of Nightmares》, Jaehwan had entered 《Chaos》 as a soul. His physical body was still on Earth.


The problem was that Jaehwan was the only one in this world who knew that fact.


“...How did you know?”

“Did you not say it yourself, Jaehwan? That you became caught up in something by chance and entered 《Chaos》.”

“I did.”

“Did you know? In 《Chaos》, no one describes their own death that way.”


Yulhen’s senses were remarkably sharp.


“Then my second question. Is there a reason you do not wish to reveal your identity?”


Jaehwan was silent for a moment before answering.


“Yes.”

“Is someone threatening you?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“So it is both true and not true.”


Yulhen tapped the table for a while before speaking again.


“There is one thing I must apologize for.”

“What?”

“For the past four days, my subordinates have been watching you from nearby.”

“I knew.”

“As expected, you were aware.”


Jaehwan remembered the man in dark blue martial clothes who had been hiding near 〈Twilight Dusk〉 not long ago. The one Jaehwan had knocked unconscious by striking the neck with Light Stab. He was probably one of the Chief Internal Administrator’s subordinates.


“Your skills were too great for us to watch you easily, but our surveillance was not entirely fruitless.”

“...”

“We discovered several things. Would you like to hear them?”

“Go ahead.”


A gentle smile reached Yulhen’s refined eyes.


“This document summarizes the incidents that occurred after you entered the Fortress.”


Yulhen held up the document in front of Jaehwan.


It bore the words 〈Target Log〉.


+


First day.


Target clashed with Karlton, chief of the northern checkpoint.

Target caused unrest among the residents by openly displaying Soulstones.

Target defeated a gang in a back alley.

Target trespassed into Twilight Dusk and threatened the Deputy Workshop Master.

Target illegally occupied Twilight Dusk for three days. Estimated property damage during this period: 180 million horn.

Target began Processing SS-grade material, ‘Garnak’s Horn.’

...


Third day.


Target severely damaged Northern Market Street. Estimated property damage: 40 million horn.

Target encountered the Janya Brothers and Geumcheon Hall. Fourteen people, in addition to the chief of the northern checkpoint, were seriously injured.

Target eliminated the Janya Brothers and members of Geumcheon Hall.

Target encountered a medium Deadman.

Target killed the medium Deadman. Estimated property damage during this process: 30 million horn.

Target encountered the Divine Doctor.

Target used the Divine Doctor’s Ultimate Technique, ‘Deadman Slash’ (important).

...


Target danger grade: SS.

Target Combat Power: Cannot be measured.

Confirmed property damage: Approximately 380 million horn.


+


“Do you know what such a person is called?”


The Divine Doctor, who had been quietly watching, cut in.


“A lunatic.”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander added a word as well.


“I cannot tell whether you are a hero or a villain.”


Yulhen smiled.


“That is right. Some will call you a hero, while others will call you a villain. And some will simply call you a lunatic. Everyone will call you by a different name.”


Yulhen’s fingers stopped tapping the table.


“I call people like you a ‘protagonist.’”


Cheongheo glared.


“I said he is just a lunatic!”

“I only mean it as a metaphor. If someone lives as they please, unbound by any rules around them, what else could they be but a ‘protagonist’?”


Ignoring Cheongheo, Yulhen continued.


“These ‘protagonists’ have one common trait. Do you know what it is?”

“...No.”

“They become the talk of the town.”


Jaehwan was silent for a moment before speaking.


“For the results of a four-day investigation, it is remarkably crude.”

“I admit it. There was even a problem with what we investigated.”

“...?”

“Well, people knew nothing about you.”


Yulhen continued.


“Powerful people intoxicated by their own strength tend to let information slip without realizing it. The harder someone has worked to attain that strength, the more likely they are to let such details slip. Their birth, their status, their story of success. Even if they do not reveal such things themselves, those around them spread the stories as they talk...”


Jaehwan listened in silence.


“Yet strangely enough, nothing was known about you except your name. Not in Chaos, nor in the Great Realm. Even the Fortress’s administrative system, which can look up information on any Adapter as long as it has a name, could not find anything about you. Do you know what that means?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Yulhen immediately continued.


“It means someone is blocking information about you.”

“...”

“They are protecting you from becoming known, whatever their purpose may be.”


Jaehwan held his breath.


“And in my opinion, the force concealing your information does not seem favorable toward you.”

“Why do you think that?”

“If a force powerful enough to manipulate information were supporting you from behind the scenes, you would not have faced trouble at the northern checkpoint over something as trivial as identification papers.”


Jaehwan was genuinely surprised by Yulhen’s deduction.


“To summarize my conclusion, you are a ‘protagonist’ fleeing some immense force who ‘happened’ to enter this 《Chaos》.”

“...”

“What do you think of the story I have put together?”


Jaehwan honestly admired Yulhen.


Yulhen’s words even aligned exactly with Jaehwan’s own thoughts.


‘It should be about time that bastard called the Lord of Darkness made a move.’


By now, the Lords must have noticed that something had gone wrong with the cultivator and Product contracted to him. If so, there was a high chance they had begun taking serious measures.


The information block was probably part of those measures. It was no longer possible to rule out the chance that they would soon come here.


Jaehwan spoke.


“So what are you trying to say?”

“I have gone around in circles, but the proposal I wish to make is simple.”


Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, said,


“Gorgon Fortress will protect you.”

“Protect me?”

“We will not ask about your status or identity. We will not demand compensation for the damage done to the Fortress. As long as you remain in this Fortress, we will guarantee your safety. In return, you need only grant us one favor.”


Jaehwan had a vague idea of what that favor was.


The Pushes he had picked up everywhere on his way here, and the immense Spiritual Pressure he felt deep within this Inner Fortress, had already revealed the nature of that favor.


Then Yulhen spoke.


“Please save our Fortress Lord.”
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Two hours later, Jaehwan was heading toward the Inner Fortress’s annex palace with Cheongheo.


The Shadow Corps woman assigned to attend him said, “You will be staying in this room for the time being. The annex palace attendants will provide you with further guidance.”

“Understood.”

“Also, the northern checkpoint chief and the woman you asked about earlier have begun to recover. The medical officer said the checkpoint chief will need about two weeks, while the woman will need around three months.”

“Thank you.”

“If anything else comes up, please call for me.”


The woman who had introduced herself as Heukhwa vanished into the darkness. Jaehwan looked at Cheongheo.


“You should be on your way too.”

“There is something I want to ask you, brat. Follow me for a moment.”


His voice was strangely petulant.


After considering it for a moment, Jaehwan followed Cheongheo.


Candles burned in the sparse wall niches. Cheongheo was heading underground, beneath the annex palace.


As he walked through the darkness, Jaehwan recalled his conversation with the Inner Fortress’s Chief Internal Administrator.


“Is Gorgon Fortress strong enough to stand against the Twelve Great Lords of the 《Great Realm》?”

“Could one of the Twelve Great Lords be after you?”

“One of them might be.”


Yulhen had deliberated for a long time before answering.


“Only a Lord can stand against a Lord.”

“Then you will suffer losses by hiding me.”

“That does not matter. In fact, this works out well.”

“Why?”

“Because the Lords cannot directly interfere in matters within 《Chaos》.”


His thoughts were interrupted the next moment.


“We’re here.”


Jaehwan frowned at Cheongheo, who had stopped walking.


“What are you planning?”


A massive training hall had been built beneath the annex palace. Weapons lined one wall, while simple dummies stood along the other. It seemed to be where the Inner Fortress’s martial artists trained.


“Brat. As far as I can tell, you are not with the Rupture. Your presence is fierce, but it is not mechanical like theirs.”


Cheongheo continued as he studied Jaehwan’s sharp presence.


“But you do not look like one of the Lords’ underlings either. I cannot sense the aura of any of the twelve zones from you.”


The guards practicing swordsmanship in one corner of the hall spotted Cheongheo and hurriedly cleared out.


“An Awakened One who belongs to neither the Rupture nor the Lords, yet one I do not know...”


Cheongheo waved to the guards as he continued.


“Then there is only one answer.”


He gazed quietly into Jaehwan’s eyes.


“Brat. Did you clear a Master’s Tower?”


Cheongheo read Jaehwan’s expression and grinned.


“I knew it.”

“...Old man, do you know something?”

“I know enough.”


Just as Jaehwan was about to speak, Cheongheo drew his sword.


“Let’s have a match, brat.”

“...”

“Shouldn’t we settle which is stronger, your Stab or my slash?”


Jaehwan drew Dokbul as well.


The truth was, he had been curious too. Since arriving in Chaos, this old man was the first rival worthy of facing him.


After repeating nothing but Stabs for so long, Jaehwan knew instinctively. This old man was like him. Just as Jaehwan had spent his entire life stabbing, this old man had spent his entire life slashing.


Perhaps for far longer than Jaehwan had.


“Come at me, brat. If you beat me, I will answer every question you have.”


Cheongheo chuckled.


“Though that will probably be impossible.”


* * *


The fifth of the twelve zones in the 《Great Realm》, the Steel Zone, was a land where every inch of ground was covered in steel, true to its name.


Quite a few poems left behind by the poets of the 《Great Realm》 described the Steel Zone in amusing ways.


Stone was steel.

Trees were steel.

Grass was steel.

Your heart was steel.

My tears flowed in streams of steel.


From Women of the Steel Zone, by Euphrates


It was a slight exaggeration, but as the verse said, minerals were traded so actively in the Steel Zone that steel could be smelted almost anywhere.


Thanks to that, every famous workshop worth its name in the 《Great Realm》 had settled near the fifth zone. People with nothing better to do said this about the fifth zone.


“The birthplace of all weapons, you could say.”


As renowned workshops gathered there, Dream Demons came and went in great numbers. With Dream Demons constantly passing through, the trade in cultivation towers and weapons soared as well.


It was only natural for the Steel Zone to grow into one of the 《Great Realm》’ major zones.


Yet for some reason, its ruler did not seem to be in a good mood today.


An old man with piercing features spoke.


“Say that again.”

“...”

“What did that bastard, the Lord of Darkness, do?”


The chief secretary kneeling before the old man was trembling.


The old man was the sort of being who inspired that reaction. The master of the fifth zone, known as Unbending Steel.


Was there anyone in the 《Great Realm》 who did not know him?


The monster of the fifth zone who had defeated every top-ranking Adapter and established himself as the strongest of the 《Great Realm》 only eighty years after entering the 《Great Realm》.


Huh Yu, the Lord of Steel.


That was the old man’s name.


Huh Yu clicked his tongue inwardly as he looked at the chief secretary kneeling before him.


“Now, now, stop shaking and explain it again. What is the Lord of Darkness plotting?”


The Lord of Darkness ruled the ninth zone, which lay right beside the fifth zone.


His name was Jerome.


Even before ascending to the rank of Lord, his sinister and cruel nature had often put him at odds with Huh Yu.


It was about time they clashed with the ninth zone.


The ninth zone’s movements had already been unusual over the past few years. It had been taking in Adapters wanted in other zones without restraint, and there were rumors that it had reached out to mid- and low-ranking cultivators it normally would not even glance at, tripling the volume of Product trades.


It was rapidly expanding its military strength.


Logically, there was only one conclusion.


It was preparing for war.


Given the circumstances, its first target would likely be the seventh zone bordering the ninth, or Huh Yu’s fifth zone.


The chief secretary spoke in a trembling voice.


“F-From what we have learned, the Lord of Darkness appears to be contacting 《Chaos》.”

“Chaos? Why Chaos?”


Huh Yu was somewhat surprised by the unexpected news.


Under the 295th Grand Lord Accord, all Lords of the Great Realm had made a secret agreement not to interfere in the affairs of 《Chaos》.


“W-Well, it is a rather complicated matter...”


As if they had prepared materials in advance, Allen summoned 《Little Brother》 and displayed a video on a holographic panel.


Huh Yu, the Lord of Steel, examined the footage closely.


“What is that?”


It was a video Huh Yu knew well. A Non-Adapter killing an Ice Dragon alone. Over the last few weeks, it had been widely circulated under titles like “99th Floor Solo Clear Video.”


A man relentlessly unleashing Stabs at the Ice Dragon.


Huh Yu recalled how the chief secretary had loudly insisted that they had to recruit that man. Since he had left all matters involving Product transactions and Adapter recruitment to the chief secretary, he had probably told them to do as they pleased.


But he had heard it was eventually proven to be a fabricated video.


The clip that had once dominated Little Brother’s best videos became impossible to verify when the cultivator raising the Product disappeared. Even now, Dream Demons from workshops everywhere reportedly spent all day arguing over the petty question of whether it was fake.


“The Product in that video was apparently under contract with the Lord of Darkness of the ninth zone.”

“What?”


Huh Yu studied the Product again.


Wait. Could it be...?


Each time the man attacked the Ice Dragon, a strange presence seeped from his Stab. It was incredibly faint, but it was something Huh Yu knew well.


...An Awakened One in the Tutorial?


The Lord of Steel himself was an Awakened One so exceptional that he could find no worthy opponent in the 《Great Realm》, yet even he had not achieved Awakening during the Tutorial.


Huh Yu urgently asked, “Where is this Product now?”


The chief secretary hesitated before answering.


“I heard he escaped.”

“What do you mean, escaped?”

“There are rumors that he refused to clear the Tutorial, broke through the Tower’s ceiling, then fled to 《Chaos》 through the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


Huh Yu thought he had misheard.


“The cultivator was watching from the hundredth floor. How could he do that?”

“He killed the cultivator.”

“...You are joking, right?”

“I-I can hardly believe it either, but the Lord of Darkness’s side seems to be convinced.”


Huh Yu was speechless.


A Product like that was certainly impossible to measure in value. The Lord of Darkness’s side was probably searching desperately for its whereabouts.


Things were becoming complicated.


“Did the ninth zone bastards have connections in Chaos?”

“There is something else I should report. It seems the Lord of Darkness has been involved in 《Chaos》’s affairs for a long time.”

“For a long time already?”

“Yes. Several of the Ten Halls of Chaos have been in steady contact with the Lord of Darkness’s side.”


Huh Yu’s expression darkened.


...What the hell are you thinking, Darkness?


For a moment, Huh Yu considered whether he should make this matter known to the other Lords. He knew full well that informing them would not necessarily make them leap into action.


Everywhere in the 《Great Realm》 except the east, where the fifth, seventh, and ninth zones stood, had entered a bloody state of war.


Huh Yu could not be certain that any Lord would condemn Darkness of the ninth zone for breaking their secret agreement.


“Who else knows this information?”

“For now, it seems to be circulating only within the ninth zone. But the seventh zone likely has spies planted there as well, so perhaps the seventh zone already...”


If the fifth zone knew, there was no way the seventh zone would not. The seventh zone was the territory of Abraxas, the Immortal Lord.


After pondering briefly, Huh Yu spoke.


“Send an official request to the Dream Demon Guild for permission to use the Narrow Gate.”


The Narrow Gate.


A Treasure that uses feigned death to disguise living beings as the dead. The Five Great Families and Dream Demons could travel through 《Chaos》 alive using the Narrow Gate.


“Are you planning to interfere in Chaos?”

“I am only going to watch. We need to see how this situation develops.”

“...Whom will you send?”

“Ten gold first-rate elite warriors. Send Hye-yeong too.”


The Steel Zone’s warrior ranks were broadly divided into five tiers.


Adamantium, Platinum, Gold, Silver, and Bronze.


Each rank also had five detailed grades, from first-rate to fifth-rate.


A gold first-rate warrior was, at minimum, a Fifth Adapter.


Moreover, Hye-yeong, the commander of the gold first-rate warriors, would not be outmatched even by Platinum-ranked warriors based on Combat Power alone.


“Make certain of it. We do not know how things will develop.”

“Y-Yes, understood.”


Watching the chief secretary leave, Huh Yu fell into a brief recollection for the first time in a long while.


Chaos...


A trace of something like longing passed through the eyes of Huh Yu, which had grown dull after becoming an Awakened One.


He had an old friend in Chaos.


A Companion who had once cleared a Master’s Tower with him, then fought back-to-back with him in the Great Realm. In their homeland, he had been called Hua Tuo. In Chaos, he was known as the Divine Doctor of Despair.


“Cheongheo. I wonder if you are doing well.”


Their paths had diverged after Awakening, and they had parted ways because they no longer saw eye to eye. Still, the Lord of Steel thought of Cheongheo from time to time.


His friend had said he would rather remain human than abandon humanity and become a complete Awakened One, and had ultimately met a miserable end while preserving human dignity.


“If only he had not had that goddamn personality, he could have lived a long life.”


Huh Yu smirked as he recalled the adventures of his reckless youth.


“...He must be resting quietly over there.”


* * *


Cheongheo, both eyes bruised black and blue and nearly swollen shut, said, “...Hey. Let’s go again.”
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Cheongheo could not understand this situation.


He was the Divine Doctor of Despair, the finest physician in 《Chaos》.


As the rumor mongers said, he was also one of the few Abyss powerhouses in all of 《Chaos》.


That was not all.


He had an extraordinary past.


He had cleared a Master’s Tower in World 12764 and advanced into the Great Realm.


Almost no one in the Great Realm was unfamiliar with World 12764.


Its world name was the Central Plains.


A world commonly known as the martial world.


Even in the Great Realm, the reputation of the martial world was such that people would instinctively give way upon hearing someone was “from the martial world.” It was the place that had produced Huh Yu of Steel, Lord of the fifth zone, and given birth to those called the “Legendary Generation.” Cheongheo was one of those rare members of the Legendary Generation.


“It looks like this fight is already over, old man.”


Jaehwan spoke as if he were tired of this.


Cheongheo was already in a terrible state. His dignified black robe had become rags, and the broad-brimmed hat on his head had split cleanly in half. More than twenty spare blades from the training ground had broken after colliding with Dokbul. This was the result even though Jaehwan had not drawn Dokbul from its sheath.


“I haven’t used my killing technique yet, brat!”


“...”


“If I use it, you will definitely die! I have only held back because I was worried about that!”


He had been saying that for a while now.


He had started going on about it when he used his ten consecutive Ordinary Slashes or whatever it was.


“You cannot beat me, old man.”


“You will not know until we try.”


“You are weaker than me.”


Weaker?


Cheongheo wiped his nose and snorted. Silver powder scattered from beneath his nose.


“What nerve. How old are you?”


“Probably around sixty.”


“How old do you think I am?”


“...I do not know. About two hundred?”


Jaehwan answered as if throwing out a random guess. Cheongheo grinned smugly.


“Wrong.”


“How old are you?”


“A thousand years old!”


Even Jaehwan was a little surprised this time. He had never imagined the old man was that old. Jaehwan wondered what he himself would look like at a thousand years old.


“Do you understand the difference between us now?”


“...”


“No matter how many Stabs you made over a mere sixty years, you cannot defeat someone like me, who has practiced Slashes for a thousand years.”


“I only practiced Stabs for around forty years.”


“Anyway!”


Cheongheo spoke as if throwing a tantrum.


“You can never beat me!”


Jaehwan asked doubtfully, “Did you really practice Slashes for a thousand years?”


“That is right!”


“It looks more like ten years to me.”


Cheongheo exploded at those words.


In the Tower of Nightmares, in the Great Realm, and here in Chaos and the Abyss... He had repeated one single Slash, again and again.


Of course, it would have been a lie to say he practiced diligently every day for a thousand years. He played around and lazed about sometimes. Still, he had worked hard for the most part.


A Slash swung in perfect form once every second.


Cheongheo repeated that Slash for eight hours every day.


Then, around a hundred years in.


Cheongheo finally reached one billion Slashes.


The energy of Awakening filled his entire body.


He had never forgotten that moment when he cast away the power of adaptation and entered an entirely new realm.


He had not practiced quite as diligently after reaching one billion, but even so, he must have surpassed five billion by now.


Five billion Slashes.


The miracle created by those Slashes was gathering within Cheongheo’s sword.


Jaehwan seemed to sense something and changed his stance. A tremendous technique, completely unlike anything before it, was about to unfold.


Cheongheo shouted through gritted teeth.


“Let us see if you can still talk like that after taking this!”


A sharp force that threatened every sense in Jaehwan’s body.


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes at the immense spiritual power.


Strong.


Then Cheongheo’s sword moved.


The sword strike was graceful and swift, yet carried overwhelming force. A tremendous energy, enough to blow away this entire training ground, came rushing in.


The two swords collided, and a gale swept through the area. The warriors fled in alarm as a heavy tremor shook the entire annex palace.


Jaehwan had been pushed back more than seven steps by the collision. His right arm, which had met Cheongheo’s sword, tingled slightly.


Cheongheo, on the other hand, had only retreated around three steps and stood firm in the center of the training ground.


“Bwahahahaha! See? Did I not tell you that you could not do it?”


“...”


“You are quite something for a brat. To be honest, I was worried you might die.”


Cheongheo seemed rather shocked that Jaehwan had not suffered any serious injury.


Yet Jaehwan was even more surprised.


He had no choice but to admit that this old man was quite strong.


What Jaehwan had used just now was Normal Stab.


Even after using Normal Stab, he had been pushed back this far.


Jaehwan asked, “What was the name of that technique? It was fairly strong.”


“Extraordinary Slash.”


Cheongheo put a hand on his waist and emphasized “extraordinary” in particular. He already acted as though he had won the fight.


“Your technique was not bad either. What is it called?”


“Normal Stab.”


Cheongheo’s eyebrows twitched sharply.


“Normal? What an arrogant name. Giving it a name like that makes it sound as though there is an even stronger technique.”


“There is.”


Cheongheo laughed heartily, pretending he had not heard.


“I will generously rename your technique for you, brat. From now on, that technique will be called ‘Extraordinary Stab.’ So in the future...”


“I said there is.”


Cheongheo narrowed his eyes.


“What do you keep saying there is?”


“A stronger technique.”


Jaehwan adjusted his grip on his sword.


It was a technique he had never used even once in Chaos.


Silence fell without warning.


Cheongheo instinctively sharpened his senses at the killing intent he felt before him. The movement of the wind gathering from somewhere was anything but ordinary.


“What is this...?”


They said one only saw as much as one knew.


Cheongheo knew that power well.


The Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos?


No.


The Four Great Fortress Lords of Chaos?


Not them either.


It was a power that reminded him of a Deadman.


That was not strange. Deadmans and Awakened Ones both existed outside this world’s rules, so the powers they used had certain similarities.


The issue was not the kind of power.


It was its strength.


Cheongheo remembered his youth, when he had set out for the entrance to the Abyss for the first time in a long while. The journey he had taken in search of the Fruit.


The day he had eventually encountered the King of Chaos in the Palace of the Dead, at the center of Chaos.


The Sole King of Chaos.


A catastrophe that destroyed everything.


Of course, the man before him could not compare to that King.


Even so, Cheongheo could not help remembering the fear he had felt when facing the King of Chaos as he looked at Jaehwan.


Could he cut something like that?


Cheongheo’s body trembled.


How could a human cut something like that?


Unable to overcome his fear, Cheongheo finally spoke.


“W-Wait! Wait a moment!”


The scene after that horrifying technique unfolded appeared vividly in his mind. A hellscape where everything had been destroyed. The shadow of a king standing in the center of it.


“Wait!”


If he used that technique, this annex palace would be blown away. No, not just the annex palace. More than half the Inner Fortress would be wiped out. Perhaps even that would not be enough...


“You cannot use that!”


Jaehwan did not take his hand from the sword hilt.


Cheongheo finally ran over and clung to him, stopping him.


“I-I lost, you bastard!”


Only then did Jaehwan relax his stance.


Cheongheo could only gasp for breath.


“Huff, huff. What the hell are you...?”


He could not understand it. He wanted to believe what he had just seen was an illusion. That someone who had only practiced Stabs for forty years had created a Stab like that?


Cheongheo could not believe it.


“I do not accept it.”


“What?”


“You deceived me.”


Jaehwan looked at Cheongheo in confusion.


“You told me you were sixty years old.”


“That is right. I lived for sixty years.”


“And you said you practiced Stabs for forty years.”


“I practiced Stabs for forty years.”


Cheongheo shouted with his eyes wide open.


“Bullshit! You must be at least two thousand years old!”


“You know that is not true, old man.”


Cheongheo ground his teeth.


It was true. There was no way Cheongheo would not know of a strong person who had lived for two thousand years.


“How many times could you have performed Stabs in only forty years to create something like...?”


Thinking it was a question, Jaehwan readily answered.


“Around ten billion times.”


“Do not talk nonsense!”


It was a number that made no mathematical sense. Even if he did not eat or sleep and performed a Stab once every second, forty years was only enough time to barely reach one billion.


But ten billion times?


“How did you make ten billion Stabs in forty years?”


“You just have to work hard.”


“Bullshit! That is bullshit!”


Cheongheo hurriedly began calculating the numbers in his head.


“Th-This...”


It had been a long time since he had used his head, and the calculations did not come easily.


In the end, Cheongheo called over one of the warriors who had been blankly watching them and made the warrior calculate it.


“I have finished calculating!”


“Good. Tell me.”


“To perform ten billion Stabs in forty years, assuming you do not eat or sleep, you would need to make around 7.9 Stabs per second.”


The warrior answered with an expression that showed no idea why they had been made to do this.


Cheongheo asked, “So even seven Stabs per second would be impossible?”


“Yes, it would be impossible.”


“Do you think a human could perform eight Stabs per second and live like that for forty years?”


“It would be impossible. Setting aside the fact that they would lose their mind, it is physically impossible as well.”


Cheongheo looked at Jaehwan with a triumphant expression.


“See? They said it makes no sense!”


Jaehwan finally opened his mouth.


“Old man.”


“What!”


“You can make eight Slashes in a second, right?”


“Of course I can!”


“Then you can do it too.”


“That is not the point! Continuing to do that is...!”


“You just have to do it.”


“You cannot!”


The warrior watched the two argue with an expression that showed they could not tell which one was being unreasonable.


“Old man, I can make not just eight, but a hundred Stabs per second.”


“That is not what I am...”


“I could do a thousand too.”


“...What nonsense are you suddenly talking about? How can you make a thousand Stabs in a second?”


“Why do you think you have to use a sword to make a Stab?”


The moment he heard that, something close to realization flickered in Cheongheo’s eyes as he looked at Jaehwan.


That realization soon changed into deep disbelief.


“Wait, surely...”


There had been a certain presence Cheongheo had felt ever since he first saw Jaehwan. A sharp, thorn-like force spreading in every direction.


Until now, Cheongheo had believed that force simply reflected Jaehwan’s disposition.


Looking closer, it appeared like tens of thousands of extremely dense, delicate thorns.


As if possessed, Cheongheo reached out and touched the sharp, pointed force rising from Jaehwan’s entire body.


Silver blood flowed out.


Only then did Cheongheo realize.


It was neither presence nor aura.


It was Stab.


A Stab that had gone beyond the shape of a mental image and taken on physical form. A man who had finally become Stab itself through countless Stabs.


“This cannot be, brat, you...”


A terrifying hostility toward this world.


Jaehwan’s ten billion Stabs were the product of that hatred.


Even now, every second, this man was repeating countless Stabs toward this world again and again.


Jaehwan spoke.


“I told you. Ten billion times.”


Dizziness suddenly washed over Cheongheo, and he fell to his knees.


He could not believe it. How could someone who did something like this possibly be sane?


No, now that he thought about it, this bastard...


Having spent too much mental energy in a single day, Cheongheo suddenly felt as though he understood everything and promptly lost consciousness.
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A short while later, Cheongheo opened his eyes.


“You brat who knows nothing of respecting the elderly.”


The spot where the scabbard had struck his eye still hurt.


Even so, Cheongheo said, “I have not lost yet. A match continues as long as you are alive.”


Jaehwan silently watched Cheongheo.


The old man had spent a thousand years honing his swordsmanship. That kind of time would have been impossible without such stubbornness.


“There is one thing I realized over my thousand years of life.”


“...?”


“In the end, the one who survives wins.”


“But you are already dead, old man.”


“If you are still alive a thousand years from now, I will admit my defeat.”


As though sick of hearing this, Jaehwan shook his head and pulled a sheet of paper from his clothes.


Cheongheo’s expression crumpled. It was the oath document Cheongheo himself had proposed right before their duel began.


“Did you forget this?”


“...”


Cheongheo’s face went pale when he saw the oath document.


Jaehwan read it with an impassive expression.


“There is something written here. I, Cheongheo the Divine Doctor of Despair, swear upon every beauty in Chaos and upon my own honor that I will faithfully carry out the contents of this oath according to the given result...”


“Damn it! Fine! Fine!”


The loser of the match would grant any wish the winner wanted.


That was the contents of the oath.


“So, what is your wish? If you intend to use me as a slave or something, I absolutely will not accept.”


“It is nothing like that. I do not need a slave like you.”


“W-What did you say?!”


“My demand is simple. Answer my questions sincerely. That is all.”


It was an unexpectedly modest demand. Cheongheo eyed him suspiciously for a moment, then nodded. They were only questions, after all. There was no reason he could not answer them.


“Fine.”


A brilliant light rose from the oath document and was absorbed into Jaehwan and the Divine Doctor of Despair’s bodies.


The oath’s fulfillment had begun.


Jaehwan opened his mouth.


“Old man, what exactly is a Master’s Tower?”


Master’s Tower.


For a moment, Cheongheo’s gaze grew distant.


“Kid. You know what the Tower of Nightmares is, right?”


Jaehwan nodded.


The Tower of Nightmares.


No one who came to this world could be unaware of that tower. It was the beginning of the tragedy that had dragged them into this world.


There was a race in this world called Dream Demons, and they created things called Towers of Nightmares.


The Tower of Nightmares.


In a sense, there could be no more fitting name. To every being treated as a Product, that tower was a nightmare itself.


“The towers made by those Dream Demon bastards have grades, from S-grade to F-grade. Towers created by Dream Demons ranked as 「Master Craftsmen」 or 「Apprentices」 usually receive those grades.”


It was something he had heard from Meikal before.


The Dream Demons were a race that devoted their lives to creating a single perfect tower. 「Master Craftsman」 and 「Apprentice」 were titles granted to them.


Meikal had said that the countless towers made by Master Craftsmen and Apprentices were evaluated by 《Cliché》, the Dream Demon guild. Their grades were decided after closely considering the ease of cultivation and the quality of the cultivated Products, in other words, their overall commercial value.


“Ordinary Dream Demons struggle to create towers of A-grade or higher. Once they make an A-grade tower, the guild recognizes them as 「Master Craftsmen」, and they can live in luxury. Just leasing their towers to cultivators in the 《Great Realm》 means they never have to worry about making a living again.”


Even Dream Demons, the nobles of the Great Realm, seemed to have to worry about making a living. It was somehow amusing.


“Still, there are Dream Demons who have no interest in a tower’s commercial value.”


“They must have made a lot of money.”


“Something like that. They made S-grade towers while they were still 「Apprentices」, so they no longer needed to create commercial towers.”


Meikal had said talent applied not just to humans, but to Dream Demons as well. Even among those exceptional Dream Demons, there were ones with such overwhelming talent that they reached the peak of 「Master Craftsman」 at an early age.


“This world calls them 「Masters」.”


The pinnacle of all Dream Demons.


The thirteen 「Masters」.


“Then does Master’s Tower refer to the towers made by those people?”


“No. A tower is not called a Master’s Tower just because a Master made it. Only the unusual towers they create for purposes completely unrelated to 「cultivation」 are called Master’s Towers.”


“Why did they make such towers?”


“I do not know either. No one knows what the Masters are thinking. Every one of them claims to be searching for the ‘truth of the world.’”


The truth of the world.


Jaehwan fell into thought for a moment.


Cheongheo continued.


“There are only two things that are certain. First, a small number of Master’s Towers created in that manner exist throughout the Great Realm. Second, among those who clear those towers, transcendent beings called Awakened Ones rarely appear.”


“From the way you speak, it seems you came from a Master’s Tower too.”


“That is right.”


Cheongheo grinned. He looked as though clearing a Master’s Tower was some great source of pride.


“I came from Master Melville’s fourth tower. The world knows that tower as 「Moby-Dick」.”


A shadow passed through Cheongheo’s eyes.


“A massive white whale appeared from the first floor onward. It seems laughably easy now, but it was a disaster to me back then. Many masters of the martial world died... Clearing that tower was nearly a miracle.”


A white whale.


It seemed towers did not come in only one form.


“Looking at you, it seems you also came from a Master’s Tower. Whose tower did you emerge from? Melville? Jorge? Or Scalzi?”


Names that seemed to belong to Masters.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Mulack. That was the name.”


Jaehwan recalled the information window that had appeared when he first recognized the tower as an item.


It had clearly said this.


“A provisionally named ‘Fortress of Regret.’ The second work of Mulack, a Dream Demon and Creator of nightmares. Those who answer the tower’s summons are plunged into the dream of a created Dream Demon.”


“...Mulack? Huh, to think there would be an Awakened One who cleared Mulack’s tower...”


“Do you know Mulack?”


Cheongheo slowly nodded, then spoke in a heavy voice.


“I have met him in the 《Abyss》.”


“You met him?”


“Strictly speaking, I did not meet him...”


Cheongheo hesitated for a moment before changing his phrasing.


“I should say we traveled together.”


Cheongheo looked deeply moved, as though he were counting something in his mind. From his expression, Jaehwan could roughly guess how old the name Mulack was.


“Heh heh. Those were fond days.”


A thousand years that had never been easy.


Those years flowed across Cheongheo’s dulled retinas, each one a separate scene.


Back then, Cheongheo had been young, full of spirit and passion. He had many Companions, along with an endless curiosity about the world.


He had hope.


Jaehwan did not press him. He felt he knew what Cheongheo was seeing. It was the least respect he could show for the old man’s thousand years of life.


After some time passed, Cheongheo finally spoke.


“Let us go for a walk.”


* * *


The cool night air filled their lungs.


Cheongheo did not say a word as they walked through the market street. Jaehwan waited patiently.


“Come on, have a drink before you go!”


The smell of food drifted from all over the street. Most of it was skewers made from specially processed horned beast meat. Some came with crops resembling corn or bananas. Perhaps farming was practiced here as well.


Farming.


Jaehwan found that somewhat strange.


As far as he knew, there was no real need to eat food in Chaos. He had not eaten anything for nearly thirty days since coming here, yet he had never felt hungry.


Everyone selling food wore a gloomy expression.


They did not simply look like people struggling through hard lives. It felt as though they lacked something more fundamental.


As if he had read Jaehwan’s thoughts, Cheongheo asked, “You find something strange, do you not? They do not seem alive at all, do they?”


“They are already dead.”


Cheongheo frowned at those words.


“A human cannot be called dead until they accept death themselves.”


Jaehwan once again realized that death in this world differed from the death he knew.


Cheongheo was right.


The people of 《Chaos》 still had their souls. The residents here had lives of their own as well. Besides, according to Mino, people here could return to life at very low odds.


“This place was not always like this.”


Even when Cheongheo had first come to 《Chaos》, Gorgon Fortress had not been so bleak.


“Chaos was originally a blessed world. It was a place where souls weary from the wars of the Great Realm could enjoy sweet rest.”


People in Chaos did not age.


They did not die even if they did not eat.


By being freed from their lives, every being found life again.


Warriors laid down their swords and bows.


Bards sang of peace instead of war.


“Back then, there were far fewer people suffering from soul contamination than there are now.”


The weak cooperated to hunt horned beasts. They ground their horns into powder and shared it among themselves. Alliances that would have been impossible in the Great Realm came into being, and races formed bonds of solidarity.


Most beings lived here content with their lives.


More precisely, they had, until ‘that incident.’


“...What happened?”
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Cheongheo stopped walking and dropped heavily onto a chair at an open-air tavern. Jaehwan hesitated for a moment, then sat beside him. Cheongheo ordered liquor and snacks as he pleased, then said,


“Keheh, you must be sad your shop was ruined.”


Jaehwan wondered who he was talking to, but then a knife clattered onto a cutting board.


“Mind your own business, old man.”


To Jaehwan’s surprise, the owner of the open-air tavern was Claire, the woman who had been with Mino. Come to think of it, this was the Northern Market Street where the incident had happened earlier that day.


Cheongheo chuckled.


“Are you going to run an outdoor stall for a while?”


“What choice do I have? Some bastard wrecked my shop.”


“You opened up even after what happened today. You’re really mad for money.”


“Just drink your liquor, old man.”


Claire glanced at Jaehwan, then began preparing the food. Before long, she brought over a large bowl of seasoned One-Horned Beast skewers and a bottle of One-Horn Liquor.


“Keu, this is nice.”


Cheongheo took a long swig straight from the bottle, let out a deep belch, and said,


“Where was I?”


“You said Chaos used to be a peaceful place.”


“Ah, right.”


Cheongheo gave a bitter smile.


“It was very peaceful back then.”


Peace.


It was a strange word. If everything had truly been peaceful, if everyone had enjoyed comfort throughout eternity, then why had 《Chaos》 fallen into this state?


“If I had to name the root of it all, it would be right here.”


Cheongheo swirled the liquor in his cup. Then he drank from the bottle again and again before picking at the snacks.


Eat, drink, then eat and drink again.


“...What do you mean?”


Jaehwan could only guess that it had something to do with liquor, judging by how much Cheongheo kept drinking.


All around them, drunks shouted as they picked fights in their intoxication. Liquor...


Jaehwan spoke.


“Did everyone get drunk and start fighting?”


Cheongheo sprayed liquor from his mouth and burst out laughing.


“Khahahah! It would have been better if that were all!”


Claire muttered something about a filthy old man in annoyance.


“You’re still young, so you don’t know anything.”


Cheongheo wiped his mouth with his sleeve and continued.


“Well, how much could a brat who spent his whole life stabbing ten billion times know about life?”


“Life?”


“Don’t you find it strange? No one here needs to eat food.”


The people of Chaos did not need to eat.


They could not starve to death here.


And yet, when mealtime came, they ate as though it were the most natural thing in the world.


“Even the liquor is like this. Liquor here can never get you drunk. It only imitates the appearance of it.”


Jaehwan poured himself a mouthful of the liquor called One-Horn Liquor. The scent of alcohol spread through his mouth for an instant, but he did not feel drunk at all. These drinks were no different from non-alcoholic beverages that only copied the flavor and scent of liquor.


A question suddenly came to him.


“Then what are they?”


Where Jaehwan’s gaze landed, those same drunkards were flushed and grabbing each other by the collars.


“What do you think they are?”


“They look like drunks...”


“Drunks? After drinking liquor that cannot intoxicate them?”


Something inside Jaehwan’s chest turned cold.


He watched the drunkards more closely. Their faces were red, they were worked up, and their breath came out in hot snorts. But...


Something important was missing from that scene.


Their eyes were far too clear for intoxicated people.


Only then did Jaehwan realize it. They were simply pretending to be drunk.


Why?


As he watched Cheongheo silently pour down liquor that could not intoxicate him, and the people repeatedly engage in fights without drunkenness, Jaehwan gradually felt as though he understood the answer.


A life of eternity.


A peaceful world without death or war.


Who had been the first to long for the urgency of a life that held death within it?


Jaehwan said,


“They’re imitating life...”


A finite life with death.


It was strange.


Once they had escaped death, they began to long for a life that included it.


Could such a thing really happen?


Even so, Jaehwan felt he understood how they felt.


Perhaps they wanted to live a “real life” once more.


A life with a body and a beating heart. A life where they would die if they did not eat, and get drunk when they drank. They must have wanted to lose themselves in that kind of life again.


Cheongheo chuckled.


“Yes, that’s right. Real life. That was the root of it all. One day, people who longed for something ‘real’ began appearing even in Chaos.”


Cheongheo ordered another bottle of One-Horn Liquor and continued.


“Strictly speaking, people who longed for that ‘real thing’ existed thousands, even tens of thousands of years ago. There just were not many of them.”


“...Then their numbers suddenly grew?”


“They accumulated. Over an endless span of time.”


Until then, beings who had spent ages in Chaos chose one of two paths. One day, they would leave the Fortress alone and quietly undergo Eternal Extinction, or they would set off on a journey with no return toward the heart of Chaos, where the entrance to the 《Abyss》 lay.


Then one day, people began making a different choice.


People who had grown sick of eternal life. People who longed for something real. They gathered and made a plan.


“That was how the ‘Abyss Expedition’ was formed. An expedition of people who dreamed of the impossible, gathered to reclaim real life.”


Looking into Cheongheo’s deepened eyes, Jaehwan suddenly realized it.


The old man before him had once been part of that expedition.


“Why did you head for the Abyss?”


“To find the 「Fruit」.”


“Fruit?”


“The 「Fruit of Resurrection」. People usually just call it the 「Fruit」.”


Only then did Jaehwan understand what the word 「Fruit」, which he had often heard through Doubt, referred to.


Just as Mino had said, there was only one way for the dead to return to life in this world.


Eat the Fruit of Resurrection, which was said to hang from a Branch of the 《Tree of Illusion》 at the end of the 《Abyss》.


The Abyss Expedition was a journey to find that Fruit.


“I was young back then too. I was only a hundred and fifty years old. I had just undergone Awakening, so it was an age when I feared nothing.”


“So you joined the Abyss Expedition?”


“That’s right.”


Jaehwan pictured Cheongheo at one hundred and fifty years old. Of course, he could not picture it clearly. Cheongheo must have been an old man even then. Once he thought about it that way, Cheongheo’s talk of being young felt strange.


This old man had already been old in his “youth.”


Then something occurred to Jaehwan.


“Was that when you traveled with Mulack?”


Cheongheo gave him an impressed look and nodded.


“The Dream Demon Mulack was in the Abyss Expedition I joined. More precisely, Mulack was its leader.”


* * *


Cheongheo still remembered those days as vividly as though they had happened yesterday. The day he first applied to join the Abyss Expedition and met Mulack.


“An Awakened One. How interesting.”


That was the first thing Mulack had said upon meeting Cheongheo.


“On top of that, you have undergone incomplete Awakening without discarding your emotions... You walk a truly unusual path of Awakening. It must be difficult.”


Cheongheo had not felt good about those words.


They were true.


Everyone who walked the path of Awakening eventually had to cast aside their identity as a human. It was the price of seeing the true world.


But Cheongheo had still not abandoned his humanity. Because of that, he fell behind the Companions who had awakened alongside him and became weaker than them.


Then he died.


And came to Chaos.


“Cut the useless talk.”


“My apologies. It seems I brought up an uncomfortable subject.”


Uncomfortable?


Was it only the subject that made him uncomfortable? In truth, Cheongheo had been unable to hide his displeasure from the moment he saw Mulack.


Cheongheo, too, had once been a 「Product」. He had spent decades in the Great Realm, but his hatred for all things related to the Tower of Nightmares remained unchanged.


As proof, throughout his travels in the Great Realm, Cheongheo had beaten every demon he encountered to a pulp.


But he had never killed a Dream Demon.


“What is a Dream Demon doing in the 《Abyss》? You lot used to stay locked in your rooms making Towers.”


As far as Cheongheo knew, the Dream Demon before him was not dead. Mulack had entered 《Chaos》 as a living being through the 「Narrow Gate」, a Treasure of the Dream Demons.


“It seems cultivation has left you resentful.”


Mulack paused to think, then said,


“I have nothing to say about that. Even if I apologized on behalf of every Dream Demon, it would be meaningless.”


“Cut it out.”


“I believe it is a sin I must carry for the rest of my life.”


A Dream Demon who regretted making Towers. Naturally, Cheongheo thought it was mockery. He had never heard of such a Dream Demon.


“You may not believe me, but the reason I entered this 《Tree of Illusion》, and the reason I am heading for the 《Abyss》, is because of those very ‘Towers.’”


“What?”


Cheongheo had never forgotten what Mulack said next.


“To end all cultivation. That is why I joined this ‘expedition.’”


After listening that far, Jaehwan asked,


“To end all cultivation?”


“Yes, that was what Mulack said. Mulack was truly unusual...”


“Did the expedition succeed?”


“You could say it did, at least. I fell behind midway and only made it to the entrance of the 《Abyss》... But Mulack seemed to have reached the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


“How do you know?”


“Because 「Fruit」 began falling from the Branches.”


Cheongheo still vividly remembered the sight of countless Fruits falling from the sky.


A shower of golden meteors that would return hope to them.


“You could say we were lucky. Thanks to that, every member of the expedition was able to return to 《Chaos》 carrying armfuls of Fruit.”


“I see.”


But something felt strange.


If they had obtained the 「Fruit」 through the expedition’s success, why was this old man still in 《Chaos》?


Then someone else joined the conversation.


Claire.


“Watch your mouth even if you’re dead, old man. The expedition succeeded?”


“I was wondering why you were being so quiet.”


“That expedition failed. Didn’t even you admit that?”


“...What would someone who was not even alive back then know?”


Claire frowned and carried snacks to another table. Cheongheo clicked his tongue and took another drink.


Jaehwan asked,


“What do you mean the expedition failed?”


“It means exactly what it sounds like. The expedition failed.”


“Didn’t you just say it succeeded?”


“...We succeeded in obtaining the 「Fruit」.”


The implication was clear.


Something had happened to them on the way back with the Fruit.


“There were people waiting for us at the entrance back to 《Chaos》.”


People who had remained in Chaos for countless years but lacked the courage to enter the 《Abyss》. And yet, they were stronger than anyone in the expedition.


Cheongheo said,


“They were the past Lords and House Heads of the Great Realm.”


For the first time, something close to anger crossed Cheongheo’s calm eyes. Even though it had happened centuries ago, he still remembered that moment clearly.


“At the time, the expedition included the Fortress Lords of the Four Fortresses and the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls. But even when all of them fought together, we could not defeat those people. Honestly, we were no match for them.”


A terrifying gap in power.


Spiritual Pressure on a different level.


An unfathomable gap of time that could never be crossed, no matter how long they pursued it.


Cheongheo’s hand holding the cup trembled slightly.


“So the 「Fruit」 was taken from you.”


Footnotes:





Chapter 38 - Episode 6. God of Despair (7)

Chapter 38: Episode 6. God of Despair (7)

──────


Cheongheo silently drank One-Horn Liquor for a while. It was supposedly alcohol that could not make anyone drunk, yet his pupils gradually clouded over. Even his voice had begun to slur.


“They still come back to life with the Fruits they got back then whenever they die. There's even a place just for them called the 《Palace of Rebirth》. When Lords or the heads of the Five Great Families die, they're sent to the Summoning Ground there. Then they wait their turn and come back to life.”


“...I see.”


“Hehe. The ones who get to live a proper life were decided from the beginning. Damn it.”


Jaehwan looked around the streets of 《Chaos》 again.


The streets were steeped in helpless despair.


The people on them knew.


They knew that something called the 「Fruit」 existed in this world, and that some people used it to come back to life.


Yet they also knew that the “real life” they wanted, that damned 「Fruit」, was always somewhere their souls could never reach.


That was why they despaired.


After watching the people for a moment, Jaehwan asked,


“Then what happened to Mulack?”


“...”


“What did Mulack see at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》?”


Cheongheo did not answer, even after Jaehwan repeated the question.


Jaehwan turned toward him.


“Hey, old man.”


He grabbed Cheongheo by the shoulder and shook him. What kind of trick was this now? Cheongheo had completely passed out with his face buried in the table.


Had this old man not been the one to say that alcohol in Chaos could not get anyone drunk? Then why had he passed out?


“It's no use. That old man really does get drunk.”


Claire had returned at some point and was washing dishes.


“...Drunk?”


“I don't know why, but whenever that old man drinks, he really passes out. Getting drunk off alcohol that can't make anyone drunk, I suppose it's an impressive ability.”


Jaehwan studied Cheongheo’s face as he snored loudly, his nose red. Every wrinkle held the weight of time.


The face of someone who had lived for a thousand years.


As Jaehwan quietly watched that face, he felt strange.


Perhaps...


Someone who had spent a thousand years acting out a false life would eventually seek a way to turn the “false” into something “real.”


Claire spoke.


“You're curious about Mulack, right?”


“You know about Mulack too?”


“There's no one in Gorgon Fortress who doesn't know about the 「Abyss Expedition」. That old man gets drunk and babbles about it every other day.”


Claire let out a short sigh and continued.


“To get to the point, that dream demon disappeared.”


“Disappeared?”


“No one saw that dream demon after the expedition ended.”


Claire paused before continuing.


“Come to think of it, I heard from the old man that the dream demon left some words behind before disappearing...”


“What were they?”


“What was it again...”


Claire scrubbed at a dish while thinking for a long time. Then she muttered in a low voice,


“I have failed.”


The tone was so convincing that Jaehwan briefly wondered if this woman was Mulack.


“Right. It was something like that. They said Mulack said, ‘I have failed.’”


Failed...


The meaning was unclear, but it was not impossible to guess.


Jaehwan thought that perhaps Mulack had experienced something at the end of the Abyss. Perhaps Mulack obtained the 「Fruit」 but failed to stop 「cultivation」.


“Is that all?”


“Hmm, there was something else after that...”


Claire kept chopping ingredients into cubes while trying to remember, but nothing seemed to come to mind.


At that moment, someone slumped into the seat beside the stall. It was one of the drunks who had been fighting in the back earlier.


“Ha, the old man got drunk again.”


The face looked familiar. On closer inspection, he was the guard who had picked a fight with Jaehwan at the northern checkpoint not long ago.


His name was James, if Jaehwan remembered right.


As if this worked out perfectly, Claire spoke.


“Hey, drunk.”


“What?”


“Do you know anything about what the dream demon Mulack supposedly said before disappearing?”


“Mulack? That crazy dream demon who made a fuss about ending 「cultivation」?”


“Yeah, you bastard.”


“Isn't that just some story the old man made up? What kind of dream demon like that even exists?”


Claire smacked James on the head with a pan. Rubbing the spot, he suddenly muttered as though something had come to him.


“I have failed, but at the same time, I have not failed... Are you talking about that?”


“Ah, right! That!”


“Damn, that hurt. Why are you asking?”


“Because the guy next to you is curious.”


James glanced at Jaehwan.


“Oh, we've met before.”


It was an unbelievably shameless greeting for someone who had clearly not recognized him.


James scratched his head and continued.


“I was looking for you anyway. Whenever I think about what you did to me a few days ago...”


James muttered through gritted teeth. Judging by the mood, this was about to become another nuisance. As Jaehwan wondered whether he would have to fight again, something unexpected came from James’s mouth.


“...Thanks for earlier today.”


James avoided Jaehwan’s gaze as he continued.


“I mean the chief. If it weren't for you, our chief would've died.”


An awkward silence followed.


James snatched up the liquor Cheongheo had been drinking and gulped it down. Then he turned to Claire.


“Ma’am. I'll pay for this guy’s drinks. How much do I owe?”


“Forget it. I wasn't planning to charge him anyway.”


“Haha, what's this? Looks like you've got a conscience after all, ma’am.”


“Quit causing trouble and get lost.”


James grumbled as he stood.


“Hey, I don't know what you are, but make sure you enter Gorgon from the north from now on. I know your face now, so I won't ask for things like identification papers.”


He turned around in what he seemed to think was a cool pose, then added in a small voice,


“Of course, don't tell our chief.”


James, with his ordinary name, gradually walked away.


The irritated sound of Claire chopping against the cutting board alternated with Cheongheo’s peaceful snoring.


There were sounds of food being prepared even though nobody needed to eat it. Sounds of people drinking alcohol that could not make them drunk.


A world where no salvation remained.


Sounds of people pretending at the real in a place without anything real. They were neither beautiful music nor pleasant melodies, but they were the sounds of people still refusing to give up on life in a world where desperation had vanished.


What was this feeling?


Jaehwan was unfamiliar with his own emotions.


This was not 「Understanding」.


More precisely, it was closer to a misunderstanding or a mistaken belief.


Please, do not give up on this world.


Even though he knew that well, Jaehwan felt as if he understood something in that moment.


Then he saw someone running toward them from afar with a frantic expression. It was a man Jaehwan knew well.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander?


The man was sweeping through the market street with his subordinates as though half out of his mind.


“Divine Doctor! Where are you, Divine Doctor!”


Shortly afterward, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander spotted Jaehwan and Cheongheo and hurried over, gasping for breath.


“Esteemed benefactor, you are here as well?”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander gave Jaehwan a brief glance, then looked at Cheongheo.


“Ha, damn it! So this is why we couldn't reach you. Divine Doctor! Please wake up! Divine Doctor!”


No matter how much he shook him, Cheongheo showed no sign of waking.


Jaehwan asked the Anti-Evil Squad Commander,


“What happened?”


“The Fortress Lord suddenly went berserk. It usually happens about once a week, but strangely, today...”


Something must have happened with the Fortress Lord, something only Cheongheo could solve.


The next moment, a small explosion sounded from the Inner Fortress.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s face went white.


“No...!”


A sinister, powerful presence slowly rose.


Spiritual Pressure that could not even be compared to Janya’s. No, it was a greater power than anyone Jaehwan had faced so far.


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


...So that was it. The Fortress Lord was in that condition.


When Yulhen had asked him to “save the Fortress Lord,” Jaehwan had expected as much to some extent. The nuance of “save” had not felt like it concerned physical strength.


Below the Inner Fortress... underground?


Through 「Doubt」, Jaehwan peered into the Inner Fortress. Seeing it like this, it was a strangely shaped fortress. It was like the belly of a giant beast.


The deepest part of that beast’s belly.


Something flickered in that distant foundation.


A black figure that could not be read even through 「Doubt」.


A monster with writhing tentacles and an enormous mouth.


Jaehwan immediately knew what it was.


A Deadman.


That was right.


Gorgon’s Fortress Lord was undergoing Mutation.


Tremors traveled up from the unfathomable underground.


Something terrible was trying to open its eyes.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander watched the Inner Fortress, where ominous energy surged, then looked at Jaehwan as though making a decision.


“Esteemed benefactor! You can use ‘Deadman Slash’ too, can you not?”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“I only imitated it. I can't do it the way this old man can. Unless I learned it...”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander turned pale.


“But if this continues, the Fortress Lord...”


The Divine Doctor was their only hope now.


And the Divine Doctor was sprawled out drunk.


Then several Spiritual Pressures entered Jaehwan’s senses.


Countless Spiritual Pressures moving toward the Inner Fortress.


The energy they carried was familiar to Jaehwan.


The Geumcheon Hall bastards from earlier today.


Jaehwan carried the limp Cheongheo on his back and ran toward the Inner Fortress with the Anti-Evil Squad Commander.


The closer they got, the more overwhelming the Spiritual Pressure became. It felt dozens of times stronger than what he had sensed during the day.


This must have been the Fortress Lord’s true power.


“What kind of person was the Fortress Lord?”


Perhaps surprised by the question, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander hesitated before answering.


“...The Fortress Lord was a good person.”


Jaehwan had heard plenty of people call the Fortress Lord a good person. The Fortress’s last hope, the great master of Gorgon, and so on.


“The Fortress Lord was Gorgon’s living legend. The Fortress Lord was one of the few who joined the 「Abyss Expedition」 with the Divine Doctor.”


“The Abyss Expedition?”


Before Jaehwan could continue, someone blocked their path. Every one of them moved with exceptional speed and agility. They were no ordinary strong people.


One of them stepped forward.


“Are you the one who can use ‘Deadman Slash’?”


Then their Push entered Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」.


[Is this definitely him?]


[Definitely. I saw him make contact with the Chief Internal Administrator earlier today.]


[He looks like an ordinary Non-Adapter. This guy can use Deadman Slash?]


[Honestly, I think it's just a false rumor too.]


[Either way, the order came down. We have to kill him. Poor bastard, what a pointless death.]


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s expression became strange when he saw them.


“The Folding Horn Corps Commander and the Guarding Horn Corps Commander too? What are you doing here? Aren't you responsible for the Outer Fortress?”


“It has been a while, Anti-Evil Squad Commander.”


If the Anti-Evil Squad and the Shadow Corps belonged to the Inner Fortress, the Folding Horn Corps and Guarding Horn Corps were battalions stationed in the Outer Fortress.


They were not as capable as the Inner Fortress battalions, but in an all-out war, they were elite forces that would not fall behind the Anti-Evil Squad or Shadow Corps.


The two men before them led those battalions.


“Move aside. You know as well as I do that every moment counts.”


“That would be difficult.”


“Why?”


“Orders.”


“Orders? Whose orders?”


The Folding Horn Corps Commander and Guarding Horn Corps Commander did not answer.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander immediately understood the meaning of their silence.


“You bastards, are you saying you intend to commit Defiance of Heaven?”


“Defiance of Heaven...”


The Folding Horn Corps Commander smiled thinly.


At some point, yellow armbands had begun fluttering around their arms.


“To us, the only heaven is the Forbidden Heaven.”
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「When the heavens opened, lightning poured down,

and a north wind swept in with rain and storms.

Every Gorgon maiden’s skirt was flipped upside down.

If only I could see that sight one more time...」


From 「Hard Stab」 by the poet Euphrates


* * *


Geumcheon.


The implication was so obvious that the Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s mustache trembled.


“I never thought Geumcheon Hall had extended its reach into the Fortress itself.”


Without hesitation, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander drew his sword. The majestic spiritual power of a Fifth Adapter burst forth.


Along with the Shadow Corps Commander, he was considered one of the strongest Corps Commanders. Even if the Folding Horn Corps Commander and the Guarding Horn Corps Commander attacked together, they could not defeat him.


Until now.


“The Outer Fortress lot has grown bold. Do you even know who you’re picking a fight with?”


“Anti-Evil Squad Commander, it would be a mistake to think we’re still the same as before.”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander’s expression stiffened.


As far as he knew, the Folding Horn Corps Commander and the Guarding Horn Corps Commander were at the level of Fourth Adapters.


Yet the spiritual power pouring from them now was in no way inferior to his own as a Fifth Adapter.


“How...?”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes. The strange aura around them was exactly the same as the one Janya had shown earlier that day.


Power resembling that of a Deadman.


The battle began immediately.


Even the Anti-Evil Squad Commander could not handle two Fifth Adapters rushing him at once. The support from the Folding Horn Corps and Guarding Horn Corps, waiting for openings, was formidable as well.


In the end, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander staggered back, coughing up blood. He stepped in front of Jaehwan and shouted.


“Benefactor! Run away. I’ll somehow handle this place...!”


“Hold this for me.”


“Pardon?”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander was startled by the sudden weight on his back. The snoring Divine Doctor had somehow been placed there.


Jaehwan rolled his wrist and stepped forward.


“I told you, I’m no good at saving people. That’s the old man’s job.”


Caught off guard, the Guarding Horn Corps and Folding Horn Corps hesitated for a moment before surrounding Jaehwan.


The Corps Commanders at their head nodded to each other at the same time.


Jaehwan quietly drew Dokbul as he watched them.


“But if we’re talking about killing, that’s another matter.”


* * *


The Underground Prison of the Inner Fortress.


Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, stood with a troubled expression as they looked into the depths of the prison.


The Divine Doctor was late.


The prison bars, made from horned beast horns, had been shattered and strewn across the floor. An evil aura flowed out from the doorway leading inside.


Yulhen knew exactly what was in there.


The former Fortress Lord of Gorgon. A man who had come closer to the title of king than anyone except Chaos’s Sole King.


Yet he was now a monster who might become the worst Deadman in Chaos.


That being was inside.


Yulhen looked around. The people gathered in the underground Inner Fortress were all the Fortress’s highest-ranking officials.


Led by Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, and Maihan, the Outer Chief Administrator, all ten Horn Lords responsible for the lower organizations of the Inner and Outer Fortresses had arrived.


Yulhen studied each of them carefully.


Why had the Fortress Lord gone berserk now?


The Fortress Lord’s soul was currently too severely contaminated to be restored even with the Divine Doctor’s 「Deadman Slash」. Still, the technique was not completely ineffective. After undergoing Deadman Slash once, the Fortress Lord could endure for at least a week.


It was thanks to the Fortress Lord’s immense mental energy.


The contamination was too advanced for a complete recovery, and the Fortress Lord had only barely avoided becoming a Deadman. Then, without warning, something had gone wrong.


“It has not even been a full day since the last Deadman Slash...”


The Divine Doctor had come that very morning. They had confirmed that the speed of Mutation had slowed and the Fortress Lord’s aura had settled.


So why?


No matter how much Yulhen thought about it, there was no answer.


Yulhen bit down hard on their lip.


If they could hold out for just one more month, the Fortress Lord could be cured.


A plan that should not even have been possible had only been formed that day. It was all thanks to the mysterious man named Jaehwan. The Divine Doctor had said:


“It’s impossible for now. That brat’s Deadman Slash is still only an imitation. But in a month, it may be worth hoping for.”


Yulhen gave thanks for the miracle that had come to Gorgon.


“I’ve never tried it before, but it might be possible with two people. Especially if it’s him...”


All Yulhen had to do now was buy time. Somehow, they had to secure one month against the pressure from the Outer Chief Administrator and the Horn Lords.


But they had not even managed to buy a full day.


Yulhen glared sharply at the Horn Lords.


Could one of them possibly know about Jaehwan?


Yulhen had already been certain that there was a traitor within the Fortress.


More precisely, they had been certain since half a year ago, when the Fortress Lord had suddenly been brought back suffering from soul contamination during an inspection of the Outer Fortress.


“Chief Internal Administrator, is there something you wish to say?”


Maihan, the Outer Chief Administrator, spoke after noticing Yulhen’s gaze. They had served the Fortress Lord longer than anyone here except Yulhen, and they were the person closest to becoming the next Fortress Lord.


The Outer Chief Administrator’s expression was unreadable.


“No. It’s nothing.”


At the bland answer, the Outer Chief Administrator’s lips twitched.


“Everyone, stay alert. This is a critical moment.”


The Horn Lords, who had only been watching the Chief Administrators’ reactions, swallowed. They were all notable Adapters in Gorgon, but their tension was obvious now.


Yulhen stopped the Outer Chief Administrator, who began walking forward without hesitation.


“It’s dangerous. We should enter once the Divine Doctor arrives.”


“If we delay any longer, Gorgon will be finished.”


“Without the Divine Doctor, we cannot perform Deadman Slash. Are you planning to kill the Fortress Lord?”


“Kill the Fortress Lord? You know well that even if all of us attacked together, we could not defeat him.”


“Then why...?”


“There is a way.”


A way?


Several Horn Lords murmured at those words. Most of them, though, remained calm, as if they already knew what was about to happen.


“We will perform 「Deadman Sealing」.”


“No! That is the last resort!”


“If we wait any longer, there will be no turning back.”


「Deadman Sealing」.


It was a final measure used to preserve at least the spiritual power of a powerful soul when it became contaminated and was about to turn into a Deadman. Deadman Sealing was a secret art said to be possible only for the Nokmyeong Great Family.


“But we do not have a Soulstone to seal the Deadman in.”


“Chief Internal Administrator, everyone already knows. Stop hiding it now.”


The Outer Chief Administrator spoke in a hard voice.


“We already know that you possess a Soulstone.”


Yulhen’s expression changed drastically.


...How?


A moment later, several people appeared from outside the prison carrying a black box. Yulhen recognized it.


It was the box Jaehwan had given them during the day, the one containing the Soulstone.


To avoid the contaminating aura flowing from the Soulstone, the box was being carried while floating in the air through spiritual power.


Yulhen immediately recognized the face of the one moving it.


“Shadow Corps Commander?”


They had never imagined that the trusted subordinate who carried out their orders was the traitor.


Avoiding Yulhen’s gaze, the Shadow Corps Commander handed the Soulstone to the Outer Chief Administrator.


“Gorgon’s future is at stake. How could you hide something like this and keep it for yourself?”


Yulhen wanted to say that it was because they suspected all of them, but they had no grounds to do so now.


The Fortress Lord had gone berserk, and the Divine Doctor had not come. The only remaining option was the last resort, 「Deadman Sealing」. The Outer Chief Administrator’s argument was justified.


“You know well what will happen if the Fortress Lord truly becomes a Deadman.”


The Fortress Lord of Gorgon was among the ten strongest beings in Chaos. If the Fortress Lord became a Deadman, today would be the final day in the glorious history of Gorgon Fortress.


“You are not planning to turn the Fortress Lord into a Colossal Deadman, are you?”


Colossal Deadmans. Monsters called the calamities of Chaos. They led countless Deadmans around as their underlings, and wherever they swept through, everything became ruins.


“W-We have to prevent that from happening!”


Perhaps persuaded by the Outer Chief Administrator’s words, several Horn Lords who had remained neutral also raised their voices.


Yulhen struggled to remain calm.


“「Deadman Sealing」 is a secret art that only the Nokmyeong Great Family can perform. Possessing a Soulstone does not mean just anyone can do it.”


“Do not worry about that. I happened to bring people who have learned the secret art.”


Figures with deep hoods and bandages wrapped around their faces appeared behind the Shadow Corps Commander. Each of them radiated an eerie Spiritual Pressure.


“They are not from the Nokmyeong Great Family.”


“No, but performing a sealing will not be a problem.”


Yulhen bit their lip.


Something was wrong.


If Deadman Sealing was performed like this, the Fortress Lord’s sealed spiritual power would be drawn entirely into the Soulstone.


The problem came afterward.


Who would possess that Soulstone?


There was no hereditary succession of titles in Chaos. Factions seeking the Fortress Lord’s Soulstone would emerge, and conflict would break out among the Horn Lords as well.


Inheriting the Fortress Lord’s unique spiritual power did not simply mean joining the ranks of Chaos’s strongest or gaining the title of Fortress Lord.


Whoever possessed the Fortress Lord’s spiritual power would become the master of Gorgon, the Guardian Horned Beast.


If Gorgon fell into the hands of the wrong person...


At that moment, one of the bandaged figures stepped forward and picked up the Soulstone. Murmurs rose around them.


If someone who was not from the Nokmyeong Great Family could hold a Soulstone, there was only one conclusion.


Those who could control contamination? Surely not...


The Fortress Lord’s final words flashed through Yulhen’s mind.


“Those who can control soul contamination have appeared.”


The Fortress Lord had been brought back with a contaminated soul while investigating them.


Yulhen looked at the Outer Chief Administrator.


Could it be the Outer Chief Administrator?


Yulhen surveyed the situation. Aside from two or three Horn Lords who looked resigned, every Horn Lord wore a calm expression.


Only then did Yulhen realize there was nothing they could do anymore.


Ah, now Gorgon will...


The Outer Chief Administrator entered the depths of the prison with the bandaged figures and used a skill to illuminate the underground.


A bright Sphere of Light spun through the air and settled against the ceiling of the Underground Prison.


The Fortress Lord came into view, a miserable figure reduced to skin and bones.


Black veins writhed wildly across the Fortress Lord’s darkened skin. It was the final sight of the man who had once been Gorgon’s legend.


Yulhen felt like crying.


I’m sorry, Fortress Lord.


Then, in the next instant, a terrifying blast of wind threw Yulhen forward.


There was light, and both walls of the Fortress exploded outward at once.


Yulhen could not think straight.


The explosion was so violent that the bandaged figures caught in its aftermath screamed as they were thrown across the floor. The startled Horn Lords and the Outer Chief Administrator shouted.


Someone was descending through the massive hole in the ceiling.


Only Yulhen recognized the figure through the swirling dust.


“Jaehwan?”


Jaehwan stood there with Cheongheo on his back.
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The first to regain consciousness was Maihan, the Outer Chief Administrator.


“How dare you!”


Maihan trembled with rage at the sight of subordinates rolling across the floor.


Deadman Sealing had been within reach.


Yet some man who had appeared out of nowhere was ruthlessly destroying the plan.


“Who the hell are you?”


“Outer Chief Administrator, stop acting already.”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander, standing behind Jaehwan, shouted.


“Your treason has already been exposed.”


The Horn Lords stirred at those words.


The Outer Chief Administrator asked in a stiff voice, “Treason? What grounds do you have for making such absurd accusations?”


“Playing dumb will not help you.”


The frowning Anti-Evil Squad Commander had a person tucked beneath each arm. The Outer Chief Administrator knew them well.


“The other commanders have already confessed.”


The Outer Chief Administrator narrowed their eyes at the Guarding Horn Corps Commander and Folding Horn Corps Commander, who had been thrown onto the floor.


“O-Outer Chief Administrator...!”


They had been beaten so badly that they were barely conscious, their bodies utterly crushed by overwhelming Combat Power.


The Outer Chief Administrator, Maihan, was slightly surprised.


They did this to them?


The Folding Horn Corps Commander and Guarding Horn Corps Commander were no weaker than the current Anti-Evil Squad Commander. If the two of them and their battalions joined forces, they had enough strength to stop even the Divine Doctor.


Damn it, what happened?


The Outer Chief Administrator did not know what had happened. One thing was certain, though. These bastards were about to ruin everything.


Maihan's gaze turned cold.


“I’m sorry...”


The Folding Horn Corps Commander let out a low groan.


Then, in the next instant, the Folding Horn Corps Commander and Guarding Horn Corps Commander exploded at the same time. By the time the startled Anti-Evil Squad Commander reached them, both were already dead.


“What have you done, Outer Chief Administrator?”


“I did not do anything.”


The Outer Chief Administrator shrugged.


“Perhaps they killed themselves after their betrayal was exposed.”


“That is absurd!”


“We do not have time to waste on pointless slander. Continue the 「Deadman Sealing」.”


The commotion quickly died down.


After all, the Fortress Lord was what mattered now. A few Horn Lords spoke as if trying to calm the situation.


“Anti-Evil Squad Commander, we do not know what happened, but first, after the Fortress Lord’s sealing is complete...”


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander cried out.


“Come to your senses, everyone! It is treason! The Outer Chief Administrator is guilty of treason! If Deadman Sealing proceeds like this, everything will go according to their intentions...”


“Remove the Anti-Evil Squad Commander!”


Dozens of Shadow Corps members, including the Shadow Corps Commander, began surrounding the Anti-Evil Squad Commander and Jaehwan.


Jaehwan silently watched them, then spoke to Yulhen beside him.


“What a mess.”


“...I apologize.”


Yulhen bit down hard on their lip.


At Jaehwan’s single remark, Yulhen realized it. The man before them had already grasped the whole truth of what had happened in the Fortress.


Jaehwan spoke again.


“You made me a false promise.”


“...”


“Gorgon cannot guarantee my safety.”


Yulhen’s heart sank.


“Then that means...”


Their first contract had been that Jaehwan would save the Fortress Lord, and Gorgon would protect Jaehwan in return. But Gorgon could no longer keep its promise, which naturally meant Jaehwan had no reason to help Yulhen.


Then Jaehwan said something unexpected.


“We will change the terms of the promise.”


“What?”


“I will save the Fortress Lord and kill every traitor over there.”


It was so unexpected that Yulhen could only stare blankly at him.


Several Shadow Corps members at the front charged Jaehwan. He casually knocked aside their attacks, and they flew away as though struck by lightning.


Yulhen watched in a daze.


“In exchange, give me that old man.”


Jaehwan pointed at Cheongheo, who had been carelessly tossed onto the floor.


“And...”


After shattering several blades flying toward him, Jaehwan continued.


“Help me establish an expedition.”


An expedition.


The moment Yulhen heard the word, their heart began to race. They did not know why. Perhaps it was because of the meaning hidden behind the word “expedition.”


“I will reestablish the 「Abyss Expedition」.”


A moment passed like an eternity in Yulhen’s mind.


The Fortress Lord’s face suddenly came to mind. The Fortress Lord who had barely returned alive from the expedition. The Fortress Lord who had lived for centuries in regret and pain...


“Yulhen, the people here need hope. An overwhelming hope that will not lose to anything.”


Looking at Jaehwan’s back, Yulhen wondered if this man might be the hope the Fortress Lord had waited for all this time.


“This sounds like a promise you can keep, so do not break it.”


Yulhen only realized they had answered, “All right,” after hearing Jaehwan’s reply.


Then Jaehwan’s Dokbul erupted in flames.


A fierce barrage of Stabs, as if to blow away all the frustration that had built up until now.


“W-What is this?”


“Argh!”


With a single Stab, two or three Shadow Corps members were reduced to dust. The flustered Shadow Corps Commander reformed the formation and gave an order.


“Attack him all at once!”


Dozens of Shadow Corps members standing before Jaehwan vanished at once.


Jaehwan’s Normal Stab had begun.


Rumble.


A heavy black light covered the area, and half the Shadow Corps were incinerated on the spot. That was not all. Two or three Horn Lords, who had been standing there in shock, were rendered unable to fight and thrown aside.


The black light pierced through the outer wall of the Inner Fortress and vanished into the sky.


The Shadow Corps Commander, who had lost their lower body in an instant, opened and closed their mouth as they looked down at their body in disbelief. No voice came out.


The Shadow Corps Commander’s body turned into white dust and disappeared.


The terrifying technique had reduced the Shadow Corps and its Fifth Adapter commander to dust in a single blow. The entire area fell into shock.


The Outer Chief Administrator, Maihan, who had barely blocked the blast with a swing of their sword, gasped for breath.


So it was him.


Maihan had heard the story before. Someone had supposedly sent Janya, after he became a Deadman, on his way with a single Stab. But Black-Tongued Wolf, the man who had reported it, was a notorious lecher and liar. Maihan had not taken the story seriously.


Yet it had been true.


Maihan looked at how far they had been pushed back. Deep scars had been carved into the floor. That attack had pushed them back at least five steps.


It had wiped out the Shadow Corps in a single strike and forced them back five steps.


This was no ordinary opponent.


Jaehwan was their equal, or stronger.


Only the Divine Doctor in Gorgon could pressure Maihan like this when they stood on the verge of the Seventh Adaptation.


The Outer Chief Administrator, Maihan, quickly changed their stance.


“What is the meaning of this? Who might this honored guest be, to disrupt such a sacred ritual...”


Meeting Jaehwan’s murderous eyes, Maihan could not finish the sentence and took a step back.


...I was overwhelmed by his presence? Me, who had reached the end of the Sixth Adaptation?


Push messages coming from all directions were reaching Jaehwan through 「Doubt」.


[Senior Elder, what should we do? Can the plan still proceed like this...?]


[If we cannot perform 「Deadman Sealing」, we will have no choice but to use the next best option...]


[We must spread the Black Cloud immediately!]


[Even if it means exterminating every living thing in Gorgon...]


“Maihan Keldegran.”


Maihan’s shoulders jerked at the voice calling their name.


“The Outer Chief Administrator of Gorgon Fortress, and the Senior Elder of Geumcheon Hall.”


For the first time, Maihan’s expression changed. How did the man before them know their name and affiliation?


“I do not know exactly what you are planning or how you infect souls.”


As Jaehwan approached, Maihan unconsciously stepped backward.


“But I do know one thing. I like bastards like you.”


“W-What do you mean, like?”


Looking at Jaehwan’s sword, which radiated dreadful killing intent, Maihan desperately gripped their own sword.


Maihan understood instinctively. If they could not stop this man here, every plan would fall apart.


“Kill him!”


At the Outer Chief Administrator’s shout, charged with spiritual power, seven Horn Lords drew their swords at once. The traitors had willingly revealed their true colors.


At nearly the same time, countless Geumcheon Hall troops poured through the entrance to the Inner Fortress prison.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander and Yulhen went pale.


Even if the Divine Doctor or a master of the Ten Halls came, they could not stop such a force. One Sixth Adapter and seven Fifth Adapters attacking together, along with hundreds of Third Adapters.


And yet, something felt wrong.


“This is truly something to be grateful for.”


Jaehwan looked pleased.


“Because bastards like you exist.”


Dokbul, clutched tightly in his hand, let out a roar.


“I can destroy this world without worry.”


The moment Maihan met that expression, they realized something was wrong.


At nearly the same time, they realized nothing could be undone.


Something enormous was rushing toward them.


Before they could finish the thought, something swept them away. A massive beam of light tore away the entire ceiling of the Inner Fortress, shattered its spires, and shot into the sky.


The beam rose like lightning and created a colossal rift in the night sky. Light streamed through the rift, temporarily driving back the darkness of night.


Startled by the thunderous roar, Gorgon’s residents ran out of their homes and looked up.


Starlight was falling from the sky.


Fragments of scattered starlight struck the Inner Fortress. The Geumcheon Hall troops rushing into the Inner Fortress were hit by the starlight and turned to dust one after another. White souls scattered through the raging wind.


It was the first time Jaehwan’s Hard Stab revealed itself to the world.


* * *


A short while later, the Outer Chief Administrator, Maihan, emerged from the settling dust. The Horn Lords and Geumcheon Hall members around them had all been annihilated.


The Outer Chief Administrator, Maihan, realized they could not survive. In the previous clash, they had lost both arms and both legs. More than half of the spiritual body that formed their organs had been blown away.


“Cough... Where did a monster like this...”


Their torn vocal cords could no longer produce a proper voice.


“But it is too late. This Gorgon... the Fortress Lord...!”


Those were Maihan's final words.


Jaehwan stabbed Maihan through the throat with his sword.


Jaehwan pulled his sword from the silver dust, then kicked Cheongheo, who lay sprawled behind him.


“Old man, get up. We are late.”


“Ugh, what kind of chaos is this? ...Looks like you caused quite a scene while I was out, brat.”


The alarm installed in the Inner Fortress prison began to beep.


[Warning! The target’s soul contamination has exceeded 99.9%! Mutation will begin!]


[Warning! The spiritual power of the target undergoing Mutation is excessively high!]


[The System will measure the target’s danger coefficient.]


...


[...Measuring... Measurement impossible!]


[System judgment: Identified as a Colossal Deadman!]


[Activating Gorgon’s automatic emergency alarm!]


Sirens soon began echoing from the Outer Fortress. An announcement declared a Gorgon One alert and ordered every resident throughout Gorgon to evacuate.


Cheongheo let out a sigh and spoke tensely.


“You only need to assist from the side.”


“...”


“Your ‘Stab’ is too sharp to save people.”


With that, Cheongheo raised his sword. The sword moved as if it were a brush writing characters in the air.


The world was dyed white.


A Life-Saving Ultimate Technique that carved a soul, about to disappear from contamination, back into the world. Deadman Slash had begun.


The Fortress Lord’s soul burned black at the center of the blank page.


The memories the Fortress Lord had forgotten were being carved back in by Cheongheo. Whenever the darkness writhed, beads of sweat formed on Cheongheo’s forehead.


How much time had passed?


The Fortress Lord suddenly opened their eyes.


Eyes infinitely clouded.


Eyes with the depth of a distant abyss filled with darkness.


Cheongheo abruptly stepped back several paces.


“...Old man?”


A soul opening its eyes meant it had regained its reason. Yet Cheongheo’s expression was unsettling.


“Something is wrong. It is not the Fortress Lord, but something else...”


Jaehwan also understood something from the Fortress Lord’s ominous gaze. The being before them possessed power far too vast to be an ordinary human.


Light slowly gathered in the Fortress Lord’s eyes. The Fortress Lord rose slowly, then began examining their shriveled body.


Cheongheo knew.


What stood before him was not the Fortress Lord.


[How surprising. To think I would descend through this body... So this one became a Deadman in the end.]


Jaehwan watched the Fortress Lord’s body recover rapidly. A sheen returned to the dry flesh, and immense spiritual power covered the body.


It was an aura Jaehwan had never seen before. A gigantic shadow behind the Fortress Lord’s soul.


...A Deadman?


When he used 「Doubt」, he saw a being standing in profound darkness.


The being before him was not human. It was close to a Deadman, but it was not one. It was neither alive nor dead, yet it did not resemble an inanimate object either. Still, it looked like something that combined all those things.


Jaehwan did not know what to call it.


It was like a single “world.”


[I see another familiar face.]


Cheongheo was trembling beside him. His eyes were steeped in complete fear.


[Why do you still remain in 《Chaos》, incomplete Awakened One?]


“K-King of Chaos...”


Something occurred to Jaehwan at Cheongheo’s words.


As far as Jaehwan knew, the strongest beings in Chaos were the Fortress Lords of the Four Fortresses and the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls. Yet none of them held the title of “king.”


Now Jaehwan knew why.


Because something like that existed.


The one being who alone bore the title of king in 《Chaos》, where no one else could become king.


Cheongheo muttered.


“Sole King, Catastrophe...”


Cheongheo knew the being before him. Nine hundred years ago, he had once faced that terrible thing.


The Sole King, Catastrophe.


The king of all Deadmans, and master of the 「Palace of the Dead」 at the center of Chaos.


The only being who could open the Door to the 《Abyss》.


[Why have you not yet left 《Chaos》? Are you trying to protect this wretched world?]


The calm voice made Cheongheo’s soul tremble. No being capable of hearing could hear that voice and remain sane.


The Sole King extended a hand toward the white world Cheongheo had created. The blank page was instantly dyed black by pitch darkness.


[Did you not already find what you wanted in the 《Abyss》?]


All strength drained from Cheongheo, and he collapsed onto the ground. It had surpassed the limit a single soul could withstand.


Then the Sole King’s eyes turned toward Jaehwan.


[How interesting. A being who has achieved complete Awakening, yet still possesses a human heart.]


Jaehwan realized he had tightly gripped Dokbul’s hilt without noticing. His hand had moved beyond his control.


It meant he was tense.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Old man, you failed, right?”


There was no need to ask what had failed.


With his trembling jaw, Cheongheo looked at Jaehwan.


How could this man be unharmed even after seeing that thing?


How could he remain so proud and composed before the king of the Deadmans?


Jaehwan spoke again.


“I am thinking of killing that thing now.”
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The Sole King wore a strange expression at Jaehwan's words, mingling interest, puzzlement, and rage.


[You said you would kill me?]


A presence that could topple mountains and make the earth tremble.


[Me?]


Cheongheo could not even think of standing. The pressure alone rendered an Awakened One like him unable to move.


When humans met someone a little stronger than themselves, they became jealous. When they met someone far stronger, they despaired. When they met someone overwhelmingly stronger, they felt awe.


But what happened when they met someone who could not be described by the word strength?


A being beyond their comprehension. A being whose very existence was so vastly different that it was utterly incomprehensible.


That was when humans felt fear.


Standing before the boundless fear of the unknown, humans finally realized that they were nothing more than insignificant fragments of this uncertain world.


Cheongheo knew that well. Because he knew it, he could not understand this situation.


How could this man remain so calm before something so incomprehensible?


The Sole King silently studied Jaehwan.


Even watching their confrontation was difficult for Cheongheo. Still, he could not just stand by. He gathered every ounce of strength and sent a Push. Even if he lost the Fortress Lord, he could not let Jaehwan die here for nothing.


[You brat! This is madness! That isn't something you can kill or do anything about!]


Without a word, Jaehwan took his Stab stance.


[That... That is not that kind of being!]


"Old man."


Cheongheo trembled as he looked at Jaehwan.


"Don't be afraid."


It was neither an expression of confidence nor certainty.


Just a calm statement of fact.


"Because I can win."


A strange sound came from somewhere. Its pitch was so odd that Cheongheo only realized after a moment that it was laughter.


The Sole King was laughing.


[You are the first interesting one I have met since that dream demon who came here nine hundred years ago.]


Cheongheo knew which dream demon he meant.


The legendary dream demon who had led the Abyss Expedition nine hundred years ago. A mythical being who had seen the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Yet even Mulack had been unable to do anything to the Sole King.


Of course, Mulack had faced the Sole King's true body back then. What stood before them now was only an incarnation of the Sole King that had descended through the Fortress Lord's body.


Still, Cheongheo was certain.


Not even the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos could face that incarnation. The Sole King was that kind of being.


[Come at me as much as you like, foolish Awakened One who still possesses a human heart.]


A faint glow shone from the Sole King's hand. Then a dark, translucent blade appeared, like black mist.


「Void Sword」.


Cheongheo gripped his trembling shoulders and barely managed to calm himself.


A dreadful weapon that had turned half the expedition into Deadmans in an instant at the entrance to the Abyss.


To think he would see that weapon again...


Then both swords moved at once. The white world shook violently.


"Ugh!"


The blast of wind struck Cheongheo full in the face, sending him rolling across the ground.


The Sole King spoke.


[I have seen eyes like yours before. You are one who seeks to go to the 《Abyss》.]


Cheongheo was startled.


That brat wanted to go to the Abyss?


He had known Jaehwan was a mysterious brat, but he had never imagined he harbored such intentions.


[Are there still those who seek to reach the end of this world?]


Ignoring the Sole King, Jaehwan readjusted his grip on his sword.


The real Stabs began.


The Sole King met it with admiration. Cheongheo realized that their clash of blades was allowing them to enter another world. A world Cheongheo could never understand was about to open wherever their swords met.


[This is not enough. You are still inferior to that dream demon from nine hundred years ago.]


The Sole King's movements gradually accelerated.


Jaehwan had not landed a single attack on the Sole King yet. The Sole King moved far faster than Jaehwan's Light Stab.


Jaehwan focused his momentum into Dokbul. A technique that condensed the power of a million stabs into a single strike.


Normal Stab.


Yet the Sole King was already gone from the path of the Normal Stab, which distorted even space itself.


A chilling sensation swept over him.


Jaehwan twisted his waist almost on instinct.


It was nearly a miracle that he had avoided the attack. The ground a handspan away had been horribly split apart.


Cold sweat beaded across his forehead.


The part of Jaehwan's shoulder grazed by the Void Sword was turning black.


[Contamination is an illness of time.]


Using 「Doubt」, Jaehwan quickly examined his shoulder. Then he was startled. Time was flowing rapidly through that shoulder alone. Decades? Perhaps even hundreds of years had passed.


So that was the principle behind Mutation.


It was the aging of a soul unable to endure time.


The cause of contamination was time itself.


Jaehwan expelled a portion of his aged soul through his skin. The contaminated remnants scattered into the air.


The Sole King muttered in surprise.


[You should have become a Deadman from a single graze... What an extraordinary soul.]


The Sole King's satisfied smile vanished the next moment.


[But that is all.]


More Void Swords burst from the Sole King's body. There were ten of them.


Jaehwan did not retreat.


Ten consecutive Normal Stabs.


Dark flashes tore through the air. The Void Swords and Stabs collided head-on. Dokbul let out a fierce cry.


[For a toy made by that dream demon, it is impressive.]


The elongated blade of a Void Sword grazed the outside of Jaehwan's thigh. He simply cut away the part of his soul where contamination was beginning to spread.


His opponent was astonishingly powerful.


The more they fought, the less Jaehwan could gauge the limits of the being called the Sole King. No matter how often he used 「Doubt」, he could not see the enemy's weakness. Since 「Doubt」 did not work, 「Understanding」 was useless as well.


The only thing Jaehwan knew was that the being before him had lived for a length of time he could not begin to comprehend.


「Selflessness」


A powerful aura radiated from Jaehwan's body.


The white world Cheongheo had created was being erased, transforming into a new world.


Cheongheo's body convulsed once more as he watched the change.


The power of true Awakening.


Every Awakened One possessed their own 「Unique World」.


The form of that world was made concrete through the keywords they received when they Awakened. The stronger the Awakened One, the more beings they could draw into their Unique World.


A Unique World reflected an Awakened One's ideal.


The white world Cheongheo had created, the 「White Engraved World」, was no exception. Cheongheo's ideal of remembering those who had vanished had created such a world.


And Cheongheo had only one thought upon seeing Jaehwan's world.


This is hell.


This bastard has been living in hell all this time.


A world made from hatred and rage toward the world.


A world that had erased every other world.


Countless blades were embedded in the earth below. Hot lava flowed between them. A horrifying eye floated in the sky like a moon. Flocks of crows pecked at the eye, and the blood pouring from it flowed into the lava.


[Is this your ideal? Astonishing. How very interesting.]


Excitement rose in the Sole King's voice.


At the end of the world, sword met sword.


It was an exchange of blows, yet also a fierce debate.


Whenever their swords moved, Jaehwan felt something strange.


It was a feeling he had never experienced before.


Neither of them spoke a single word, yet thousands of exchanges passed between them each time their swords met.


[You who have realized the worthlessness and transience of life, yet refuse to abandon your hatred.]


The Sole King did not hide his admiration.


[Over hundreds of thousands of years, I have occasionally seen beings who built their own ‘worlds.’ Each of them carried a question as they climbed toward the top of this tree.]


As Sole King Catastrophe knocked aside the incoming Stabs, the Sole King continued speaking.


[What answer do you seek there while embracing such a world? What, exactly, is your question?]


Jaehwan did not answer.


Amazingly, Sole King Catastrophe looked as though the meaning had gotten through anyway.


[Is that so? This world itself is your question.]


Dokbul and the Void Sword collided once more.


[Destruction? Annihilation? Or Extinction? It doesn’t fit!]


The speed of the stabs was getting faster and faster.


[Fall. That’s the only name that suits this world.]


At last, the Stabs reached their limit.


[How arrogant. Is a mere human questioning the value of the 《Tree of Illusion》's existence? Are you asking, through your own world, whether the 《Tree of Illusion》 deserves to continue existing?]


Jaehwan drew a breath.


"I have no idea what nonsense you're talking about."


[What?]


Instead of answering, Jaehwan stabbed forward with Dokbul with all his strength.


The world let out a thunderous roar.


The culmination of more than ten billion Stabs.


His Hard Stab unfolded.


A storm of light that pierced through the world swept forth.


When the storm passed, the Fortress Lord's emaciated body remained. Flesh had been gouged away, exposing bone. Unable to withstand the impact, the left arm and right leg had vanished.


[...I see. So it is not a question.]


Anger seeped into the Sole King's voice.


[You arrogant fool.]


The powerful strength of a Deadman restored the injured Fortress Lord's body. The severed arm and leg regenerated, and the wounds across the body healed in an instant.


It was an ability beyond anything that could be called miraculous.


Then, in the next moment, the Sole King was startled.


Jaehwan, who should have been before the Sole King, had disappeared.


Something snapped behind the Sole King.


[...What in the world...?]


Hard Stab was a technique created to face an army. It was not efficient against a powerful individual. From the start, Jaehwan had never intended to kill the Sole King with Hard Stab. It had only been a feint to buy time.


This was a being he could not kill. Even if he used a technique stronger than Hard Stab...


The more powerful the force Jaehwan used, the more it only damaged the Fortress Lord's soul.


The Sole King had descended here through the Fortress Lord's soul. The Sole King's true body was not here to begin with, so Jaehwan could not kill the Sole King.


There was only one way.


Sever the link between the Sole King and the Fortress Lord.


On the hundredth floor of the Tower, Jaehwan had cut the Line connecting Beastrein's soul and body. He believed this would be possible as well. This time, the connection between soul and body had only become a connection between two souls.


While the Sole King was preoccupied with blocking Hard Stab, Jaehwan turned all his concentration toward 「Doubt」.


Then, amid the Sole King's endless darkness, he saw a faint Line.


[How do you know that technique...?]


For the first time, the Sole King's voice held shock.


[...Could it be, a technique of the Rupture?]


The Sole King's power, which had been parasitizing the Fortress Lord, was slowly withdrawing. As the aura of the Deadman faded, the Fortress Lord's injured soul was returning.


The descent was being released.


Sole King Catastrophe glared at Jaehwan.


[You who live through destruction. I will wait for you at the entrance to the 《Abyss》.]


The Fortress Lord's soul collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.


Jaehwan let out a deep breath.


Was it finally over?


It had been a gamble with no certainty of success. His opponent had been that powerful. If they had fought head-on, even Jaehwan could not have guaranteed victory.


He had to grow stronger.


Stab alone was not enough. To climb to the Abyss and face enemies like that, he needed new techniques.


New techniques better suited to fighting powerful individuals rather than armies...


After confirming that the Deadman's aura had completely vanished, Jaehwan turned toward Cheongheo.


"Hey, old man."


Cheongheo lay sprawled on the ground, unconscious. It was not just him. Yulhen and the others were unconscious as well.


That was when he heard someone's Push.


[You... Could you come here for a moment?]


Jaehwan gripped Dokbul again.


"You're not dead yet?"


[I am not the Sole King.]


The faint Spiritual Pressure of a life about to fade.


Jaehwan immediately knew who it was.


"Fortress Lord?"


[I had become a Deadman, but I watched you. That spirit you showed in facing the Sole King... I am truly grateful.]


The Push continued with difficulty.


[I do not have much time. I am sorry, but I have one request. If either Cheongheo or Yulhen is nearby, could you call them over...]


"Both are unconscious."


The Fortress Lord's soul sighed. After seeming to ponder something for a moment, the Fortress Lord called to Jaehwan.


[Could you come closer?]


Jaehwan approached the Fortress Lord. With the last of the Fortress Lord's strength, the Fortress Lord grabbed Jaehwan's wrist.


Jaehwan pulled his wrist back in annoyance. Yet the Fortress Lord's hand did not move at all. It did not feel like the hand of someone whose body and soul were fading away.


[Perhaps... Perhaps the time has come for Gorgon to change as well. Please accept this.]


Jaehwan felt powerful energy flow into his body.


It was the Fortress Lord's spiritual power.


But it was not ordinary spiritual power. A black snake pattern appeared on Jaehwan's left arm, where the Fortress Lord's spiritual power had seeped in.


[I sense a familiar aura from you. Memories I miss are coming back to me.]


Perhaps the Fortress Lord had sensed something from Jaehwan. In the Fortress Lord's final moments, the Fortress Lord wore a satisfied smile.


[Please, do not forget the human heart.]


The Fortress Lord scattered into dust.


The black snake pattern carved into Jaehwan's left arm writhed as if it were alive.


Cheongheo's voice came from behind him.


"...My god."


Cheongheo stared blankly at Jaehwan's left arm.


Yulhen, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander, and the others within the Inner Fortress were regaining consciousness one by one.


Jaehwan's black snake gave off a faint silver glow.


"Th-that is...!"


Jaehwan had no idea what was about to happen.


The Inner Fortress officials, including Yulhen, approached Jaehwan one after another and began to kneel. One became two, two became three. Ten, twenty, thirty...


Even every other official who came running to see what was happening hurriedly bowed upon seeing Jaehwan's left arm.


All of Gorgon was kneeling before Jaehwan.


At the head of the crowd, a man spoke.


"Yurhen Chiver greets Gorgon's new Fortress Lord."
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Two days had passed since Jaehwan inherited the position of Fortress Lord.


A great deal had happened in the Inner Fortress during those two days. Officials had nearly come to blows over new appointments, and the heads of countless clans knocked on the Inner Fortress's doors under the pretext of paying their respects to the new Fortress Lord.


And Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, had refused every last one of those visits. Which made sense, because personnel appointments and courtesy calls were hardly the real problem right now.


For two straight days, the same conversation had been repeating inside a side chamber of the Inner Fortress, while Jaehwan, perched on the Fortress Lord's seat, leisurely fed Dokbul.


Crunch, crunch.


Yulhen opened their mouth.


"Fortress Lord."


"I'm not a Fortress Lord."


"You are now."


"I told you, I'm not doing it."


"That is not what we agreed on."


"Agreed? You're the ones who should be keeping the promise. I kept everything on my end."


"It seems you have forgotten the contents of that promise, so I will remind you."


Yulhen had apparently gone so far as to write it down. They pulled out a small slip of paper from inside their clothes and showed it to Jaehwan.


+


〈What Jaehwan Promised〉


* Save the Fortress Lord.

* Kill the traitors.


〈What Yulhen Promised〉


* Help recruit the Abyss Expedition.


+


Jaehwan frowned as he looked at the note.


"...So because the Fortress Lord died, you're telling me I have to pay for it?"


"More or less."


That left him with nothing to say. It was true that he had failed to keep the promise. After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan spoke.


"Wait. But you just said I'm the Fortress Lord now."


"That is correct."


"The first Fortress Lord died, but now there's a new Fortress Lord, me, so doesn't that mean that part is settled?"


At those words, Yulhen smiled faintly.


"Yes. It is settled."


Jaehwan replied in a dubious tone.


"Then that means I kept the promise."


"That is correct. And you will need to keep doing so."


"...What are you talking about?"


"Did you not say with your own mouth that you are the Fortress Lord?"


"I did."


Without a word, Yulhen pointed at the paper.


+


* Save the Fortress Lord.


+


Jaehwan stared at the paper in silence, then frowned.


Damn it, so that was how this worked.


Strictly speaking, Jaehwan had failed to keep that promise, because the Fortress Lord he had needed to save was dead.


So he had tried to force the logic. The person called the Fortress Lord had died, sure, but the position called Fortress Lord had survived, so shouldn't that count?


It had backfired on him.


In order to keep those words true, Jaehwan himself now had to continue existing as a living Fortress Lord.


In other words, from now on, Jaehwan had to carry out the duties of the Fortress Lord.


"I don't have time to be tied down to a place like this."


Jaehwan had no interest in power or honor.


"I have to go to the 《Abyss》."


To settle down was to grow weak, and what grew weak decayed.


In the end, it made it impossible to leave.


"I'll give the position of Fortress Lord to you."


"That cannot be done."


Unexpectedly, Yulhen shook their head with absolute firmness.


"No one except you can become the Fortress Lord."


"Why?"


"Because Gorgon will not acknowledge anyone else."


Jaehwan realized that the Gorgon Yulhen meant was not the fortress.


The black snake crest engraved into his left arm was writhing. Yulhen had once referred to that crest as Gorgon.


...This thing chose me?


Yulhen continued.


"The Fortress Lord of Gorgon changes only when the Fortress Lord reaches the end of their life. It is not a position that can be handed over just because someone wishes to."


Jaehwan wanted to bolt out of the Inner Fortress that very instant. But he could not. The moment he inherited Gorgon's crest, part of the former Fortress Lord's memories had entered him. Jaehwan now knew all too well what happened to a fortress that lost its Fortress Lord.


Damn it.


Even so, he could not simply accept the office of Fortress Lord either.

Jaehwan blankly looked down at the piles of Gorgon law books and approval documents Yulhen had stacked in front of him. They were absurd things for someone who had spent thirty years doing nothing but using Stab to deal with.


"These are the documents that must be approved today. And this..."


Yulhen started explaining one thing after another. Of course, Jaehwan did not listen to a single word. He picked up one of the law books in front of him, opened it, and flipped through it. Every page was filled with maddening content.


Article 11, Clause 43 of the Gorgon Special Act. If someone insults the Fortress Lord on the street, they shall be punished by flogging.


Article 11, Clause 44 of the Gorgon Special Act. If someone insults the Fortress Lord on the street twice, they shall be sentenced to have their soul severed.


Article 11, Clause 45 of the Gorgon Special Act. If someone insults the Fortress Lord on the street three times, they shall be sentenced to soul extinction.


The Special Act contained an especially large number of provisions related to the Fortress Lord. The fact that this kind of law existed at all made it easy to see just how sensitive the past Fortress Lords had been to insults.


...Maybe that was why everyone only ever said good things about the Fortress Lord.


If insulting the Fortress Lord got you killed, then of course you would call the Fortress Lord a good person.


Jaehwan also looked through the advice left behind by the previous Fortress Lords.

After browsing for a while, the one he picked up was a book left by Arbat, the seventeenth Fortress Lord, titled 『101 Ways to Become a Good Fortress Lord』.


For a book that claimed to contain 101 methods, it was awfully thin.


Even allowing for a bit of exaggeration, Jaehwan doubted it was as thick as a fingernail. He opened the book.


"Congratulations! If you have picked up this book, that must mean you have become the new Fortress Lord!"


That was how the book began.


"Ah, I sympathize deeply with your troubles. How can you make this Gorgon an even finer fortress? Surely you are spending your days and nights in agony over exactly that question."


He was not thinking about anything of the sort.


"But rest easy! In truth, you have seized astonishing good fortune. Because there is only one thing that a person who becomes Fortress Lord must do."


It was starting to get interesting, so Jaehwan turned another page.


"That one thing is to indulge in pleasure."


Jaehwan's fingers froze in midair for a moment.


"In other words, a good Fortress Lord is a Fortress Lord who knows how to enjoy life."


What kind of nonsense was this now?


"You will find my words strange. But remember this well. There is only one thing you need to do. Enjoy the perks. Leave the laws to the Legal Department, and public order to the Enforcement Bureau. Choose a secretary and have them handle approvals in your place. Leave the Inner Horn to the Chief Internal Administrator, and the outer sector to the Outer Chief Administrator. They will take care of the rest just fine."


The writing continued.


"You will find it odd. Why would I offer such bizarre advice to someone who has become Fortress Lord? But I ask you to understand this. This advice is not something I am recommending for the first time. It is wise counsel handed down from countless Fortress Lords before me."


...Were all the past Fortress Lords lazy good-for-nothings?


"Excessive passion in Chaos brings sickness. Half of the Fortress Lords in history ended their lives by suicide. According to statistics from 「Big Brother」, Fortress Lord is one of the professions with the highest suicide rate in Chaos. And what did the other half die from, you ask? The other half died of overwork. More precisely, because of the soul contamination caused by overwork. As you know, excessive overwork accelerates the contamination of the soul."


The tone of the playful opening gradually turned sincere.


"So this advice is for your sake, and for Gorgon's sake as well. Please do not be greedy. Do not try to change anything. Do not consume yourself."


Jaehwan could feel the profound exhaustion of the seventeenth Fortress Lord. The Fortress Lord had probably suffered the whole time they wrote this book.


"《Chaos》 is far older than you think. As one who has risen as far as the office of Fortress Lord, you should know this well. How futile change is in this place. Everyone here already knows. This world cannot change. That is why what this world needs is not change, but mere survival."


The book was already moving into its final page.


"That is what it means to be a Fortress Lord. Not change, but mere survival. An existence that must remain still for the survival of the many, not for the change of the few. People will be grateful to you for your mere existence. They will feel secure simply because you are there, and relieved simply because you exist. Of course, you will live tedious days, but who could condemn that as a bad thing?"


There were traces showing that the writer had lingered over the last paragraph for quite a long time.


"So remain still. Do nothing, and simply stay alive. This work is more important than you think. There is no such thing as 101 ways to become a good Fortress Lord. In Chaos, the only good Fortress Lord is one who stays still. Survive. Do nothing, and survive again and again until Fate finally takes your soul. That is all the advice I wish to give you."


And with that, the book ended. Jaehwan understood what the seventeenth Fortress Lord had wanted to say.


So that was what a Fortress Lord was in this place.


A being that cut away hope in order to prolong life.

A being that blocked change for the sake of the many.


But could that really be called life?


Jaehwan felt that he could now understand, at least a little, the despair deeply rooted in the people of Chaos. Even the Fortress Lords were like this. Of course, they could not have been this way from the beginning.


Once, they must have had hope. They must have had passion.


But then, at some point, they had encountered it. The existence of an immense wall that could never be crossed, no matter what they did, no matter what they tried. They had despaired before that wall, and despaired again, until they ended up like this.


"Fortress Lord?"


Yulhen frowned slightly.


"Fortress Lord. Are you listening?"


"I am."


"...What in the world are you thinking so hard about?"


"What can be done for this fortress?"


That caught Yulhen completely off guard. Their eyes widened.


"Have you decided to take being Fortress Lord seriously?"


"Not that. But I did feel like seriously trying something."


Jaehwan snapped shut the book left by the seventeenth Fortress Lord and continued.


"Let me say this again. I have no intention of becoming Gorgon's Fortress Lord."


Yulhen looked at Jaehwan with an expression that seemed to say, What declaration is this now?


"Instead, I'll do this for you."


Jaehwan paused briefly, then went on.


"I will get rid of Gorgon's 'Fortress Lord.'"


For a moment, Yulhen looked as though they could not process what they had just heard.


"...What?"


Their expression grew conflicted.

What in the world was that supposed to mean?


"Surely you do not mean that you intend to kill yourself?"


Yulhen looked completely unable to understand.

What kind of human would kill themselves just because they did not want to be Fortress Lord?


No, if it was this person...


Yulhen studied Jaehwan carefully as they thought.

Jaehwan was unlike anyone they had ever seen. There was no knowing what he was thinking, or where he might leap next. A man who hated restraint and despised the world. If it was someone like this, then perhaps he really might try to kill himself for a reason that trivial...


"What nonsense are you talking about?"


"...Of course not. My apologies, but I do not understand in the slightest what you mean."


Jaehwan looked at them as if to say, You still didn't get that? Yulhen's pride was stung, and just as they were about to shoot something back, Jaehwan opened his mouth.


"The position of Fortress Lord exists because there is a 'fortress.'"


"Yes, well... no, pardon?"


As Yulhen wondered what that was supposed to mean, they suddenly asked in a startled voice.


"...Unless I misheard, that sounded like you were saying you intend to get rid of Gorgon Fortress. You do not mean to massacre the people of Gorgon, do you?"


It was an absurd thought. Normally, Yulhen would have thought so too. The problem was that the man in front of them was not a normal being. If it was this man, he might truly do it.


Jaehwan frowned.


"What, do I look like some kind of devil to you?"


"Then what exactly are you trying to say?"


Instead of answering right away, Jaehwan asked a question of his own.


"Yulhen, do you know what a fortress is?"


What a fortress was?

It was a ridiculous question. They had spent two hundred years in this fortress. Search all of Gorgon, and there would not be many who understood what a fortress was better than Yulhen.


Yulhen answered at once.


"A fortress is a fortress."


"Then what is a fortress?"


"A military facility."


"And what is a military facility?"


At the string of questions that kept chasing every answer by the tail, Yulhen frowned. What in the world was the Fortress Lord trying to say? In a displeased mood, they answered.


"It is a structure that protects allied forces from enemy forces."


Jaehwan nodded and continued.


"So if I sum up what you just said, a fortress is, in the end, a structure that protects allies from enemy forces."


"...That would be correct."


"Then what if those 'enemy forces' no longer existed?"


"What?"


"I'm asking what would happen if no one invaded that fortress anymore."


"Well..."


If there were no enemies, then a military facility no longer needed to continue existing. A fortress that had lost its value as a military facility was no longer a fortress, and a fortress that had lost the function of a fortress could no longer be called a fortress.


In other words, the very reason for the fortress's existence would disappear.

Those who no longer needed those massive walls would be released from the fortress's restraints and wander 《Chaos》 freely.


Yulhen, who had followed that line of thought, suddenly stopped.


"That is impossible."


"No, it is possible."


Yulhen stared blankly at Jaehwan. Did the Fortress Lord truly understand what he was saying right now?


As though answering that doubt with the utmost ease, Jaehwan replied in a low voice.


"Because I'm going to unite Chaos."
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There were no funerals in 《Chaos》.


A funeral was fundamentally for the living. The living gathered under the pretext of mourning the dead, reflected on their own lives, and tried to imagine the distant concept of death. It was a rite that made them cherish their lives more desperately in the face of the death that would one day come for them.


That was what a funeral was.


Everyone in 《Chaos》 was already dead. The lucky ones might have received a funeral, while most had become food for crows on the battlefield.


Neither outcome was particularly better or worse. After all, no one there knew anything about their own funeral.


Still, that did not mean 《Chaos》 had no rites for those who had undergone soul extinction.


Three days after Jaehwan became Fortress Lord.


A rite for those who had undergone soul extinction was being held in the banquet hall of Gorgon Inner Keep.


On a platform enhanced by the 「Sound Amplification」 skill, Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen opened his mouth and began to read.


“Aimel Grosheck has left our side. Yet we cannot bury him. He no longer exists anywhere in this world. Without body or soul, he has become nutrients for the Tree of Illusion, leaving behind only a few memories.”


The Soul-Sending Rite was the name of the ritual held in 《Chaos》 to completely send off those who had undergone soul extinction.


“We will now forget Aimel Grosheck. One last time, we will speak of him. We will speak and speak until no stories remain to be told.”


If funerals were held to remember the dead, the Soul Farewell Rite was held to erase them.


Throughout the rite, stories of the soul were discussed again and again. Once the rite ended, the deceased was never mentioned again.


That was the final gift 《Chaos》 could give those who left it.


Only after attending this Soul Farewell Rite, which did not even have a memorial portrait, did Jaehwan learn the Fortress Lord’s real name.


Aimel Grosheck.


The man called the Master of Gorgon on the battlefield.


The one who had entrusted this Fortress to him before leaving.


That damned old man.


Jaehwan felt uncomfortable being here.


After all, the old man whose name he had not even known had grabbed his hand once, and suddenly Jaehwan had become Fortress Lord.


Yulhen, who was reading the speech from the platform, occasionally sent Jaehwan pleading looks.


Yulhen’s earlier plea echoed in his mind. “Fortress Lord, please attend. Just once will do. You are the Fortress Lord now, aren’t you?”


Yulhen’s eyes had filled with tears, seemingly deeply moved that Jaehwan had come. They probably thought their earnest persuasion had worked.


Of course, Jaehwan had another reason for attending such an annoying event as the Soul Farewell Rite.


He surveyed the people who had gathered for it.


Envoys had come from every Fortress in 《Chaos》, while the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos had sent things like Horned Beast horns as condolences. Deputy Hall Masters and Senior Elders had attended in person to offer their sympathy.


A line of people wishing to attend the Fortress Lord’s Soul Farewell Rite extended beyond the Inner Fortress. Ordinary residents who could not join the banquet spent their time in taverns, downing One-Horn Liquor.


No one wailed or cried.


Everyone spoke of the Fortress Lord.


Watching them, Cheongheo chuckled. He looked remarkably calm for someone who had just sent off an old friend of nine hundred years. Yet shadows of time occasionally passed through his eyes as he drank Two-Horn Liquor.


“It looks no different from an ordinary funeral to me. Dead things pretending to be alive.”


“That is rich coming from an old man getting drunk on fake liquor.”


“This is that sort of game.”


With that, Cheongheo gulped down more liquor.


“Once you have lived for around a thousand years, soul extinction is not especially sad. It frees you from the life you spent your whole existence yearning for.”


Those who had undergone soul extinction could not miss life. It was like how someone who had met complete death could no longer fear it. Only those who had forever lost what they had desperately desired could finally find peace.


In a world where only contradiction was salvation, people danced and sang.


Cheongheo joined them, chugging straight from the bottle as he began to dance. The others burst into laughter, surrounded him, and sang along.


Jaehwan watched the scene quietly, then turned his gaze toward Yulhen.


Before the Soul Farewell Rite, Yulhen had told him this.


“The Soul Farewell Rite will last for a week.”


He could feel eyes glaring at him throughout the banquet hall. Some seemed to be wondering what that bastard was up to now, while others watched with interest.


“Though the position of Fortress Lord is not inherited, this is the first time a complete outsider has become Fortress Lord. You must be careful.”


They were probably envoys sent by the Ten Halls.


Some gave off particularly intense auras. Through 「Doubt」, Jaehwan could constantly hear the Push messages they exchanged.


Judging by the sheer number of people exchanging Push messages at once, they seemed to be using the highest-grade Push skill, 「Multi-Push」.


[What in the world is going on? A soul that young became Fortress Lord?]


[I heard he has not even lived for a hundred years.]


[A brat who has not even lived a hundred years is the Fortress Lord? Is Yulhen plotting something again?]


Someone even muttered openly.


“He looks like he would be fun to fight.”


A woman holding a wineglass muttered from a corner of the banquet hall. Wearing a violet dress and a veil, she stole glances at Jaehwan through the thin fabric.


Then someone approached from behind her.


“Heh heh, the Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall came too?”


“You old Divine Doctor bastard, you’re still alive?”


“A beauty stays fresh for five hundred years, even after death.”


“And you’re still as wrinkled as ever.”


The Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall snorted and frowned, then jerked her chin toward Jaehwan.


“So that really is the new Fortress Lord?”


“That’s how it turned out.”


“He looks young.”


“He’s more worth expecting something from than an old fool who wasted a long life.”


“How strong is he?”


“He’s about as strong as I was in my youth.”


“I don’t think you were very strong in your youth.”


“I was strong in bed. Want me to prove it?”


“I’m not fond of spoiled goods.”


“I’m talking about that one.”


Cheongheo gestured toward a plump middle-aged man moving toward Jaehwan.


The Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall’s eyes gleamed.


[The old raccoon from Scholar Forest Hall? This should be entertaining. Which side will you bet on?]


[You only bet when there is a possible outcome.]


[What have you been saying since earlier...]


[Just watch, girl.]


While Cheongheo and the Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall bickered, the middle-aged man had already reached Jaehwan.


“Are you the Fortress Lord who has newly ascended?”


For some reason, his tone sounded offensive. With the heavy folds beneath his chin and his bulging stomach, the man looked exactly like a fat raccoon.


“That’s right.”


“Ho ho, you look remarkably young! May I ask your age?”


The other dignitaries from the Ten Halls seemed to have noticed the confrontation between the raccoon and Jaehwan. They, too, were watching with interest.


[That raccoon bastard is starting again!]


[Those who have lived nearly a thousand years are all the same.]


[Shh, the Divine Doctor is beside us.]


[Ah.]


From what Jaehwan heard through 「Doubt」, the raccoon before him seemed to have lived an extremely long time.


“About sixty.”


“Sixty?”


The raccoon asked again as if he did not believe it.


“Is there a problem?”


Then an uproar broke out.


[Sixty? He is practically a child! Old man, what the hell is that guy?]


The Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall asked.


Cheongheo discreetly took her hand as he answered.


[It would be best not to touch him. Do not even try to learn about him. He is frightening.]


[Why are you holding my hand? Do you want to die?]


[I’m scared, that’s why.]


The raccoon man continued speaking.


“Are you perhaps the former Fortress Lord’s son?”


“What?”


“Ah, I was wondering if Gorgon had introduced an 「Inheritance System」.”


The envoys who had been listening to their conversation stirred again.


[His son? What nonsense!]


[That old raccoon is being far too rude. No matter how young the Fortress Lord is...]


[Those Scholar Forest bastards only stuff themselves with ink. Their insides must be twisted too.]


[Well, is that not better than insulting him openly?]


Ignorant of 《Chaos》’s systems, Jaehwan only realized belatedly that the other man had insulted him.


There was more than a nine-hundred-year age gap between the former Fortress Lord and Jaehwan.


It was impossible for Jaehwan to be his son, and even if he were, that would be a problem.


No Fortress in Chaos, including Gorgon, had an inheritance system. The man had dressed up his words nicely, but the meaning behind them was blatant.


There was no way a brat like you could become Fortress Lord without inheritance.


Cheongheo clicked his tongue and chuckled.


[That old raccoon may end up receiving a Soul Farewell Rite here.]


[I told you to let go of my hand.]


The raccoon man extended his hand.


“Anyway, I look forward to working with you. I am Jang Ilhan, Deputy Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.”


Scholar Forest Hall?


Through 「Doubt」, Jaehwan picked up the conversation about Scholar Forest Hall.


From what he heard, Scholar Forest Hall was one of the mid-ranked factions among the Ten Halls of Chaos.


“I am Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan accepted Jang Ilhan’s handshake.


The moment their hands touched, Jang Ilhan gave a low laugh. At that moment, he had confirmed Jaehwan’s spiritual power value.


So the rumors were true. He really was a Non-Adapter.


Jang Ilhan recalled the order given by the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.


“Coax him, pressure him, do whatever you have to. Secure the right to establish a branch in Gorgon. Does it make any sense that Scholar Forest has no branch in one of the Four Fortresses of Chaos?”


The fact that Scholar Forest Hall currently had no branch in Gorgon Fortress was entirely Jang Ilhan’s responsibility.


Even now, Jang Ilhan could not forget the humiliation he had suffered when he came to Gorgon ten years ago. He had bribed the guards at the northern checkpoint, then ended up fighting the checkpoint chief, some man named Karlton.


He thought he could settle it by adding a bit more to the bribe. Instead, the matter only grew worse. That Karlton fellow had reported it directly to the Fortress Lord.


“How can we accept a branch from a faction that openly uses bribes and casually causes trouble with the guards?”


They said you could know a superior’s character by looking at their subordinate. Gorgon’s Fortress Lord had been just as stubborn as the checkpoint chief.


Jang Ilhan had waited and waited for ten years to enter Gorgon.


At last, he had barely managed to return to Gorgon. This time, of course, he did not use bribes. Having to negotiate without bribes was like being told to write without ink.


Jang Ilhan entered Gorgon thinking such things, only to be greeted by a very unfamiliar sight.


The Fortress Lord was dead, and that northern checkpoint chief was laid up in a hospital room.


Then he discovered that some brat was sitting there, calling himself the new Fortress Lord. Jang Ilhan’s joy nearly reached its peak.


Was this a chance bestowed by heaven?


He felt confident enough to write without ink or even a brush. As his confidence returned, his pride followed.


No matter how badly he needed the right to establish a branch, he could not grovel before a brat like this.


Jang Ilhan, who had lived for a full eight hundred years, knew this well.


Groveling was not always the surest path to negotiation.


Having crossed countless battlefields and been battered about in the back alleys of filthy power, he knew that threats were far more effective than negotiations when the other side was weak.


That was why Jang Ilhan gripped Jaehwan’s hand tightly and activated his skill.


The highest-grade formation skill.


「Eight Gates of Hell」


Eight Gates of Hell was a secret skill that only the leaders of Scholar Forest Hall could use. It was a top-tier formation skill that could only be activated through skin contact with the target.


Once trapped in this formation, a person would be imprisoned within illusions that took the physical forms of countless monsters from the 《Great Realm》. Until the formation caster released the formation, they could never escape.


Jang Ilhan swiftly opened the third gate of Eight Gates of Hell. The third gate was Fever Hell, where the Red Dragon Tiamat dwelled.


By now, the brat Fortress Lord before him should have been frantically fleeing from Tiamat through blazing hellfire.


Jang Ilhan smiled unpleasantly and tightened his grip.


Struggle all you want.
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Jang Ilhan knew all too well what became of those who experienced Eight Gates of Hell.


They would weep and scream for someone to save them inside the illusions, only for their minds to shatter in the end, leaving them as slaves to the formation caster. It was a terrifying formation.


The most frightening thing about Eight Gates of Hell was how well it concealed itself.


In other words, no one outside the caster and the target could detect the formation.


Of course, Chaos was home to countless powerful figures, and some present were familiar with Scholar Forest Hall's Eight Gates of Hell.


People who had suffered the formation in a manner similar to Jaehwan began speaking up from all around the hall.


[Didn't that bastard just use Eight Gates of Hell?]


[To commit such a brutal, merciless act...]


[That's too much for a sixty-year-old child.]


A few even sent Push messages directly to Jang Ilhan.


[Stop it, Jang Ilhan! No matter how much authority you have as Scholar Forest Hall's Deputy Hall Master, your opponent is the Fortress Lord!]


Jang Ilhan frowned.


These old fogies are a nuisance.


Naturally, he had no intention of stopping.


If he succeeded with Eight Gates of Hell and broke the Fortress Lord, gaining the right to establish a branch in Gorgon would be easy.


Ignoring the incoming Push messages, Jang Ilhan concentrated his spiritual power. Sweat gradually formed on the hand clasped with Jaehwan's.


It should be taking effect soon.


Something was wrong.


This was Eight Gates of Hell, cast by none other than him, a sixth-stage Adapter. Even the powerhouses of the Ten Halls should have reacted by now. Yet Jaehwan's expression had not changed in the slightest.


Jang Ilhan's grip tightened around Jaehwan's right hand.


Could he have another trick up his sleeve? Or can he endure up to the third gate? ...Fine. Then how about this?


In an instant, Jang Ilhan opened Eight Gates of Hell through the sixth gate. It was also the limit of what he could permit himself to use.


Even a high-ranking Adapter on his level could not endure the sixth gate without suffering any harm.


The sixth gate was Frozen Hell, home to Ice Dragon King Velkisus, a beast from the Forgotten Land. Even Jang Ilhan, who had experienced Eight Gates of Hell many times under his master, shuddered at the thought of the monster. Anyone who fell into the sixth gate would slowly lose their mind under the freezing cold that seized their body and the Fear of Velkisus.


Though excessive spiritual power consumption left him drenched in sweat, Jang Ilhan never lost his smile.


...How do you like that, young Fortress Lord?


About five minutes passed. Just as Jang Ilhan decided it was time to subtly pull his hand away, Jaehwan suddenly spoke.


“People in Chaos have an unusual way of shaking hands.”


“Huh? No... Pardon?”


“You can let go now.”


“Ah, r-right. My apologies.”


Jang Ilhan could not hide his bewilderment at that calm tone.


What in the world was going on? Had Eight Gates of Hell somehow failed to activate properly? He had seen the Ice Dragon King and was still fine? That was impossible. The formation had been cast correctly.


Then...


...Had he endured Eight Gates of Hell?


That could not be possible. Eight Gates of Hell was a formation without a correct gate. Unless the formation caster dispelled it, there was only one way to escape. The target had to confront the formation head-on and overcome the Fear of all eight gates.


That was impossible.


The moment he let go, a sudden wave of dizziness made Jang Ilhan stagger. Then, for a brief moment, he saw something that was not there.


“W-what was that?”


It had only lasted an instant, but Jang Ilhan had clearly seen the scenery of the world change. His heart pounded madly. What had that been? He had not felt anything like this even when he experienced the Eight Gates of Hell of Scholar Forest Hall's Hall Master.


How could a sight like that...?


Was that not what a hell realm truly looked like?


By the time he came to his senses, Jang Ilhan was sitting on the banquet hall floor, trembling and drooling. Murmurs rose around him.


[...What's wrong with him all of a sudden?]


[Did Eight Gates of Hell break apart?]


Jaehwan silently looked down at him before speaking.


“You insulted the Fortress Lord, so you should be punished with flogging. I'm letting you off this time. Watch yourself from now on.”


“J-just what are you...?”


Cheongheo's lips twitched as he watched.


“What, that's it? How dull.”


Cheongheo had thought he was finally about to see something entertaining, but his voice came out flat.


Knowing Jaehwan's personality, he had expected him to stab the other man full of holes and send him flying. Yet the result was far more modest than expected.


It seemed Jaehwan had only briefly shown him his Unique World, but the Jaehwan Cheongheo knew would never stop at that.


It was strange. That uncouth brat, who did not possess a shred of manners or consideration, had held back for once.


...Brat, what are you plotting?


Since what should have happened did not, Cheongheo felt even more uneasy.


Then Yulhen's voice rang out from afar.


“Next, the Fortress Lord will deliver his inaugural address!”


An inaugural address? Cheongheo's expression turned odd.


This Soul Farewell Rite was both a ceremony for the departed and an inauguration ceremony. Even so...


That brat is giving an inaugural address?


Something amusing seemed likely to happen, but he also had a deeply ominous feeling.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan climbed onto the platform where Yulhen stood. Everyone in the banquet hall focused on the young Fortress Lord standing above them.


“My name is Jaehwan. I have become the Fortress Lord of Gorgon.”


Someone snorted. Others looked dumbfounded. No one had ever heard an inaugural address begin like that.


A few representatives of the Halls, however, watched him with great interest.


Even if he had become the new Fortress Lord, everyone gathered in the banquet hall was a powerhouse who would be second to none in Chaos. The fact that he began this way in a room crawling with such strong people already showed that he was out of his mind.


“I don't know who Aimel Grosheck was. I don't know what he did, what kind of life he lived, or what sort of Fortress Lord he was. Frankly, it has nothing to do with me.”


It was a truly shocking inaugural address.


Yulhen's cheek twitched as they watched from beside him.


“I already know that you don't approve of me. A young punk suddenly becomes Fortress Lord and starts saying this and that, so of course you don't like the sight of it. You're probably thinking this.”


Even those who had been scoffing began to take interest in Jaehwan's speech. Unbothered, Jaehwan continued in a clear voice.


“His Spiritual Pressure is pathetic, and he looks young. How did someone like that become Fortress Lord? It is obvious. That bastard has nothing going for him, but he got lucky and became Fortress Lord. Yes, I understand. And surprisingly, you're right. I wasn't thinking about anything, then I suddenly became Fortress Lord.”


Some faces reddened. Some coughed awkwardly. Others burst into snickers.


The Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall, who had been laughing for a while, grabbed Cheongheo by the shoulder and asked,


“Old man, what the hell is that guy doing?”


When they looked over, Cheongheo was standing with his mouth hanging open like an idiot.


Jaehwan continued.


“You don't approve of me becoming Fortress Lord, and I don't want to be a Fortress Lord. So I thought about it. How could I combine your dissatisfaction with my troubles and make everyone happy? After thinking for about thirty seconds, I found a solution.”


A solution?


The unexpected words sent murmurs through the crowd.


Jaehwan waited until they had talked enough and settled down before continuing.


“As of today, I resign as Fortress Lord.”


Someone swallowed dryly. Someone else let out a small cry. A few people slammed their hands on tables and rose to their feet.


Yet everyone felt the same.


Had they heard that correctly?


Cheongheo, who had been staring blankly from one side, muttered,


“Damn it, that wasn't an inaugural address. It was a resignation speech.”


Questions flooded from the anxious, restless crowd.


“Calm down. One at a time. You first, old man with the lightning hair.”


At those words, the Senior Elder of Thunder God Hall, one of the Ten Halls of Chaos, asked with a red face,


“Fortress Lord, do you truly mean that?”


“Yes.”


“Do you understand what that means?”


“Of course.”


“...Are you saying you will give up your position as Fortress Lord and die?”


For a Fortress Lord to relinquish the right to the position was the same as choosing death. A Fortress Lord could only surrender that right when approaching death.


Jaehwan nodded.


“You could see it that way.”


“Hah. Why would you do something so foolish...?”


Interested in Jaehwan's words, people began firing questions from all directions. Jaehwan decided to answer the most important one first.


“Then how will you decide the method for choosing the next Fortress Lord?”


“I'll give the position to whoever defeats me in a one-on-one match. Whoever defeats me first will become Fortress Lord.”


A one-on-one match.


As the vague matter gained specifics, the crowd grew more agitated. Some were beginning to believe that Jaehwan might be serious.


Someone let out a booming laugh.


“Ha ha ha! What a bold Fortress Lord we have here. Aimel chose a truly remarkable man!”


The fierce spiritual power carried within that laugh cowed the crowd.


He was Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master.


The representatives of the Ten Halls whispered among themselves.


“What? The South Sea Hall Master was here?”


“Then again, he was rather close with Gorgon's former Fortress Lord...”


After glancing at Cayman, Jaehwan spoke again.


“The deadline is one month. I don't care whether you're from the Ten Halls, another fortress, or anywhere else. Whoever defeats me in a one-on-one match within one month will receive the position of Fortress Lord.”


“Is that all? Are there no other conditions?”


Cayman asked on behalf of everyone.


“Of course there is. If I leave it at that, I would be at too much of a disadvantage, so I'll add one condition.”


“A condition? What is it?”


“If they lose, every challenger must carry out whatever order I give them.”


Some of the crowd protested at those words.


They were the leaders of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


What were the Ten Halls of Chaos? They were, in both name and reality, Chaos's strongest group.


Even the Fortress Lord of Gorgon Fortress could not order them around. Still, they were curious. What kind of order did he intend to give if he was willing to stake both the position of Fortress Lord and his own life on it?


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, asked,


“May I ask what this order will be?”


Jaehwan answered,


“Everyone who loses to me will become a member of the Abyss Expedition, which will depart in two months.”
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“Sometimes, the heart is drawn more to a distant romance than to the power right before its eyes. But back then, no one wanted to admit it. No one wanted to admit that kind of purity still remained in their hearts.... The moment they did, they were afraid they would be buried in an even greater despair.”


―Cayman, 18th South Sea Hall Master


* * *


One week after the infamous “Fortress Lord Retirement Declaration” incident.


The following slogan spread throughout 《Chaos》.


―Whoever wants to become Fortress Lord, step forward and challenge me! But the defeated will go to the Abyss!


The declaration from Gorgon’s newly enthroned Fortress Lord lit a fire in the hearts of the people of Chaos.


That anyone could become Fortress Lord, so long as they had the strength.


To the powerful wanderers of Chaos, it was an irresistible temptation. On top of that, the bizarre rumor that the Fortress Lord was a 「Non-Adapter」 only added to it.


“How could that be true? How could someone who became Fortress Lord be a 「Non-Adapter」?”

“I’m telling you, it’s true! The Deputy Hall Masters and the senior elders of the Ten Halls checked his spiritual power themselves!”


The rumor spread everywhere.


“How did a Non-Adapter become Fortress Lord?”

“Could they be someone from the 《Palace of Rebirth》?”

“No way. The Lords and Great Families of the 《Palace of Rebirth》 agreed not to get involved in Chaos.”


There were also those who doubted the Fortress Lord’s intentions.


“What exactly is he after?”


He had said that if he lost, he would give up the position of Fortress Lord, then suddenly attached a condition for what would happen if he won.

Any normal soul feared soul extinction. If it was a soul that had lived only sixty years, all the more so.

If someone with a soul that young was staking their life on a wager, then there could be only one conclusion.

He was certain he would win.


So someone among the Ten Halls thought this.


‘Could he be planning to use the Guardian Horned Beast?’


If the Guardian Horned Beast was set loose, even the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls could not guarantee victory. But then again, he had already made it clear in advance that this would be a fair one-on-one duel, so there was no way he would use the Guardian Horned Beast, which he could move by virtue of his authority as Fortress Lord. In the first place, the Guardian Horned Beast was not a weapon made to fight people.


People’s opinions narrowed to the one most likely answer.


“...This Fortress Lord is insane!”


But as always, people grew more excited by what clearly was not sane. The people of Chaos were no different. Ever since the appearance of the 《Palace of Rebirth》, they had lost hope in resurrection, and now an unfamiliar favorable wind was blowing through their hearts.


“We’re heading to Gorgon first!”


Even then, the people of Chaos still had not realized it. The real reason their hearts had caught fire was not because of the condition for victory.


* * *


After finishing an inspection of the Inner Fortress, Yulhen headed toward the Inner Fortress’s main gate, thinking:


What in the world is all this?


When Gorgon first announced its ambition to abolish the very office of Fortress Lord, Yulhen had wondered if something was wrong. Even when Jaehwan made the absurd declaration that he would unify Chaos, Yulhen had still thought, surely not. Even when Jaehwan climbed onto the platform with that bizarre gait, it had felt ominous, but still bearable to watch.


Yulhen had believed. Not in Jaehwan, but in the former Fortress Lord.

This man was someone the former Fortress Lord had acknowledged.


No matter how strange the things he did, in the end he was still Gorgon’s Fortress Lord. He would never do something that would harm Gorgon’s future.


“Open the gates!”

“We have the right to fight the Fortress Lord too!”

“Fortress Lord, keep your promise!”


He would never do such a thing....


“Damn it.”


At the sight of the crowd gathered in front of the Inner Fortress, Yulhen pressed a hand to their forehead.


“Fortress Lord, what in the world are you thinking?”


By rough estimate, the line in front of the Inner Fortress alone numbered over four thousand. There were even reports that if the Outer Fortress was included, the total easily exceeded twenty thousand. Gorgon’s inns were enjoying an unexpected boom, and even the residents who had hastily turned to private lodging as a livelihood had smiles blooming across their faces.


“Cheap, cheap! One night for half a One-Horned Beast horn!”


Normally, half a One-Horned Beast horn had a cash value of around three hundred thousand horn. And three hundred thousand horn was enough to stay comfortably for a full week at a decent inn. But these mere lodgings were devouring half a One-Horned Beast horn for a single day. It was outrageous profiteering.


“I’ll book a week in advance.”

“Ha ha, thank you!”


The problem was that, for the people who had come aiming for the Fortress Lord’s seat, three hundred thousand horn was barely money at all. Every single one of them was a renowned powerhouse in Chaos. The sort who could kill a One-Horned Beast half-asleep with a couple of Skills.


As Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen surveyed the Inner Fortress, Yulhen’s expression gradually turned complicated.


Yulhen truly could not tell whether this was something to be pleased about or not.


Still, with outside figures entering one after another, it was only natural that the Fortress’s tourism revenue would surge. The longer they stayed, the greater the tourism windfall Gorgon Fortress would enjoy.


“...Could it be he even foresaw this?”


When a new Fortress Lord took office, it was normal for the Fortress’s systems to go through a major upheaval.

Simply appointing new Horn Lords to handle the political, administrative, and military organizations of the Inner and Outer Fortresses, readjusting the subordinate agencies, and overhauling the Fortress’s internal administrative structure required an enormous budget.


But if things went on like this, refilling the depleted treasury would happen in no time.


Yulhen could not tell whether the Fortress Lord meant to rule as Fortress Lord or abolish the position altogether. Then again, who could say they truly knew what the Fortress Lord was thinking?


“Haa....”


As Yulhen grumbled to themself, Yulhen’s eyes fell on the guards standing watch at the entrance to the Inner Fortress. They were passing around some sort of booklet and snickering.


“What do you think you are doing right now?”


At the Chief Internal Administrator’s sudden shout, the Inner Fortress guards’ shoulders snapped stiff.

Had discipline slackened because the Fortress Lord had changed?

Four of the five Horn Lords who had governed the Inner Fortress were dead, so it was understandable, but this was too much. The guard unit protecting the Inner Fortress was far too lax.


At times like this, they had to be disciplined harshly.


With the intention of making an example of them, Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen began to recite 「Edict」. The one who had taught Karlton the superior Skill 「Edict」 was Yulhen himself.

A power feared by every official in Gorgon.

Under the deluge of laws, the guards’ eyes rolled back wildly. Some twisted in agony, while others slammed their heads against the floor.


“Aaaagh! Please spare us!”

“We were wrong, Chief Internal Administrator!”


Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen shook their head and snatched the booklet from the guards’ hands. From how they had been giggling over it, Yulhen had assumed it must be some lurid magazine, but unexpectedly, it was an ordinary monthly magazine. Then Yulhen’s eyes widened.


『Chaos This Month』


+


Feature Article 1. Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, a shocking retirement speech delivered as an inaugural address.


Feature Article 2. Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, “I could stab the Ten Hall Masters to death with a single finger.” What did he really mean?


Special Interview. “I’ve fought Gorgon’s Fortress Lord before.” A mysterious Master of Slash exposes the truth about Gorgon’s Fortress Lord.


+


Yulhen’s fingertips trembled as they gripped the magazine.


“No, Fortress Lord. When did you say something like this too...?”


『Chaos This Month』 was the best-selling monthly magazine in Chaos. Once it had been printed there, whether the article was true or false no longer mattered. The anger of the Ten Halls’ higher-ups was guaranteed.

What troubled Yulhen even more was the article published as a “Special Interview.”

Yulhen quickly opened the page in question.


Fought the Fortress Lord? No way.

Never mind fighting him, things were being controlled so tightly that no one could even get near the Fortress Lord.


As soon as Yulhen opened the page, a holographic image produced by a Skill floated up. On the holographic screen, an interviewer and a masked guest were talking.


―I’m Myshark, the interviewer in charge of the special interview corner for 『Chaos This Month』. Today, we have a special guest with us. This person claims to have once fought the much-talked-about “Gorgon Fortress Lord.” As you all know, absolutely nothing has been made public about the identity of Gorgon’s newly appointed Fortress Lord. Some say he is a powerhouse on the level of the Ten Hall Masters, while others say he is a Non-Adapter. First, for the sake of fact-checking, let us begin with an introduction from our guest....

―Hold on. If I do this, do I really get to have a drink with those Goddess Hall girls?

―Uh.... Sir, we can discuss that a little later....


The image cut out for a moment.


―Ha ha, there was a slight error in the broadcast just now. First, please introduce yourself.

―I am the “Master of Slash.”


Yulhen’s eyes narrowed as they watched the masked guest.

...That was the Divine Doctor no matter how one looked at it.

The interview continued.


―Amazing! Are you saying Gorgon’s Fortress Lord only knows “Stab”?

―Yeah.

―And Master of Slash, you can only use “Slash”?

―I can do other things too, but when I fought that bastard, I only used Slash.

―A duel of Slash and Stab! Incredible!

―So you do know a thing or two? It really was incredible, that fight.

―According to our investigation team, Master of Slash was defeated. Is that true?

―What? Who are you saying got defeated?!


The Master of Slash started causing a scene. The interviewer held the microphone closer, looking amused.


―That was a draw, not a loss!

―If it was a draw, then how....

―Strictly speaking, you could practically call it my victory. I still had a trump card in reserve. Anyway, if we’d kept fighting, I would’ve won!


When it started to look like the interview was about to veer completely off course, the interviewer cut the answer off at the right point and steered things toward the most important question.


―Then in Master of Slash’s opinion, how strong is the current Fortress Lord?


At that, the Master of Slash answered in a voice full of certainty.

As if this was the line he had been waiting to say all along.


―Well, even if all Ten Halls came at once, they still couldn’t beat that bastard.

―T-Then does that mean Master of Slash could also face all Ten Halls at once?

―Ah, no, well.... Maybe yes, maybe no.


Yulhen’s hand was no longer merely trembling. It had begun to shake violently.


Just what have you been doing, Divine Doctor?


Yulhen also knew Jaehwan was strong. But to bring up all Ten Halls? At this point, whether it was true or not was no longer the issue.

Yulhen immediately ran to the Fortress Lord’s office in the Inner Fortress.

The root cause of this entire mess had to be there.


“Fortress Lord!”


Inside the office, someone was stamping documents beside towering piles of law books and administrative paperwork. Yulhen strode over, fuming. But the moment Yulhen reached the table, Yulhen realized that the person sitting there was not the Fortress Lord.


“...Why are you here?”


Bright golden hair, and the silver aura of a Celestial shimmering around the shoulder blades.

For a moment, a brief memory flashed through Yulhen’s mind. Jaehwan flipping through law books with an annoyed expression.


―How am I supposed to read all these one by one and approve them? Shouldn’t the Chief Internal Administrator handle it?

―The only people authorized to approve legal documents are the Fortress Lord and the Inner Horn Lord in charge of Edict.


At that, Jaehwan’s expression brightened.


―Where is the Inner Horn in charge of Edict?

―The Third Inner Horn, the Edict Horn.

―Who is the Horn Lord?

―You stabbed them to death a few days ago, Fortress Lord.

―Ah.


Jaehwan’s expression turned grave. He frowned as if thinking hard about something, then his expression suddenly brightened.


―Wait, there was that guy.


And only now did Yulhen finally understand who that “guy” was.


“...Chief Internal Administrator.”


Karlton, wrapped in bandages from head to torso, was holding the seal with a trembling hand, his face worn with exhaustion.


* * *


I wonder if that guy is doing all right.

Jaehwan thought of Karlton, who was probably stamping documents diligently right about now.

He had not originally intended to appoint Karlton as the Edict Horn Lord among Gorgon’s Ten Horns. Karlton had been hospitalized with serious injuries only a few days earlier.


―Lord Karlton! Try posing like this!

―As expected, he’s too handsome!

―Good. The next sculpture will be 「Tentacle Deadman Karlton」!


If Jaehwan had not gone to the hospital room that day, Karlton might have spent a peaceful rest serving as a model for the fervent artists’ works.

As Jaehwan drove a Stab into the sculpture 「Deadman Karlton」, which he had confiscated under the authority of the Fortress Lord, he thought:


I think I’m finally starting to get the hang of it.


Jaehwan was currently immersed in Stab training at the training ground.

Scattered across the distant floor were all the Karlton Deadman collection sculptures, including 「Tentacle Deadman Karlton」, 「Fallen Angel Karlton」, and 「Karlton Being Attacked by a Deadman」, all reduced to powder by his Stabs.

Watching that sight, Cheongheo spoke.


“Brat, do you even know how much all this is worth?”

“How should I know?”

“Tsk, tsk. What kind of Fortress Lord knows this little about the world? Do you have any idea how popular these are with the girls these days...?”


Clicking his tongue, Cheongheo quietly began slipping several of the sculptures into his robes. Watching that, Jaehwan spoke.


“Old man.”

“What?”

“I think I’ve completed a new technique.”

“Really?”


The reason Jaehwan and Cheongheo were at the training ground in the first place was to create a new technique together.

After his fight against Catastrophe, the Sole King, Jaehwan had felt the need for a new technique. Until now, the three forms of Stab had been enough, but now that alone was no longer enough.

The Hard Stab he had been using was powerful, but its range was too wide, making it unsuitable against a single opponent.

For five days now, Jaehwan and Cheongheo had been coming down to the Inner Fortress’s training ground and exchanging techniques.


“So you don't need any more training now?”

“I’m fine now.”

“Tch, is that so.”


Cheongheo sounded a little disappointed. The past five days had not only been useful to Jaehwan, but to Cheongheo as well.

An exchange between one who had spent a lifetime doing nothing but Slash, and one who had spent a lifetime doing nothing but Stab.

Over the course of thousands of exchanges, Cheongheo’s “Slash” had advanced by leaps and bounds.

Jaehwan said,


“Well, I’ve seen enough of your Slash, old man.”

“Oh, really? So now you can use Slash almost as well as Stab?”


Cheongheo asked sarcastically, his pride stung. Jaehwan nodded.


“A little.”


Cheongheo let out a small scoff.


“What nonsense. A brat who has spent his whole life doing nothing but Stab thinks Slash comes that easily?”

“I think I need a little more practice with that Hard Slash thing, but....”

“It’s not Hard Slash, it’s Extraordinary Slash!”


Jaehwan nodded.


“If it’s something like a Slight Slash, I think I can do it.”

“It’s not Slight Slash, it’s Ordinary Slash.... What did you just say?”

“This. Slight Slash.”


Jaehwan drew back the left foot, then stepped forward and drew a straight line through the air. There was nothing particularly special about it, it really did feel like he was merely making a slight cut through empty space.

Cheongheo snorted.


“How dare you compare a slash at that level to this old man’s ‘Ordinary Slash’...”


Then, in the next moment, from the empty air his sword had passed through, there rang out a crack, as if something had torn apart.
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“Not quite as good as yours yet, old man.”


The compressed wind pressure warped space with a screech.


Cheongheo stood there with his mouth hanging open.


It was certainly a little inferior to Cheongheo’s own slash. Still, the difference was subtle at best.


Cheongheo had only barely mastered Ordinary Slash after striking a hundred million times. Yet the man before him had mastered it in five days.


“How the hell did you do that?”


Jaehwan did not answer. Still, Cheongheo felt as though he vaguely understood.


He had noticed Jaehwan’s presence changing lately. It had gone from feeling like a pointed awl to a sharp blade. Jaehwan was not even holding a sword, yet it felt as if anyone who approached him would truly be cut.


Perhaps Jaehwan was still practicing thousands of “slashes” against the world itself.


“Anyway, I made a new technique using this.”


“A new technique? What kind of Slash is it?”


“It isn’t a Slash. It’s a Stab.”


Cheongheo’s gaze changed again.


“You learned Slash and made a Stab?”


“Something like this.”


Jaehwan casually assumed a stance, as if loosening up.


It was definitely a Stab, but it held the essence of Slash. He had only taken the stance, yet Cheongheo, an Awakened One, instantly recognized the technique’s potential.


Cheongheo quickly began to think.


“Wait! Have you decided on a name for it?”


“Not yet.”


“You made it by stealing my Slash, so shouldn’t I be the one to name it?”


Jaehwan looked slightly dumbfounded by the brazen claim, but gestured with his chin for Cheongheo to continue.


“How about 「Cheongheo Stab」?”


“Should I make it live up to that name?”


“Hoho, this brat is getting awfully bold...”


Jaehwan drew Dokbul in an instant.


A Stab containing the essence of Slash.


Jaehwan’s wrist moved in a spiral as spiritual power condensed in an instant. As his hand traced a great circle, the curve of Slash began converging into a wedge aimed at a single point.


Cheongheo paled and scrambled away. Jaehwan’s sword did not hesitate.


“Y-You’re really attacking me? You brat who doesn’t even have any respect for the elderly!”


The spiraling sword wind tore through half the training ground as it whirled forward like a tornado. Cheongheo barely escaped the massive storm and stared with his mouth open.


“What kind of single-target technique is that?”


The warriors training in the corner screamed as the aftershock swept them away.


The aftershock did not end there.


Jaehwan’s sword wind rose like a waterspout, then pierced through the training ground’s ceiling.


A moment later, someone screamed.


* * *


[This way.]


Adapters in yellow stealth outfits, with the words Thunder God written across their left shoulders, were sneaking into the Inner Fortress’s underground levels.


[Are you certain the Fortress Lord is in the training ground?]


[Yes.]


They were members of Thunder God Hall, ranked ninth among the Ten Halls of Chaos.


At the center of the group stood Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong.


[I’ll ask again. Is the Senior Elder’s report certain?]


It had already been three days since they entered Gorgon after receiving the Senior Elder’s urgent report.


By now, the other Hall Masters should have arrived at the Inner Fortress one by one. Since the Fortress was still quiet, none of the Ten Halls seemed to have started an all-out battle against the Fortress Lord’s side.


[It is certain. They say the Fortress Lord himself put the position of Fortress Lord on the line.]


According to the Senior Elder, the Fortress Lord’s spiritual power was at the level of a 「Non-Adapter」.


The Thunder God Hall Master immediately realized it was a trap.


Gorgon had clearly prepared some underhanded trick.


They had said anyone could come at him, yet that Chief Internal Administrator was controlling the Inner Fortress’s main gate. That alone made it obvious.


Of course, to the Thunder God Hall Master, who excelled at Stealth and surprise attacks, that level of security was no different from having no guards at all.


The Gorgon Fortress Lord had clearly said it.


As long as it was a one-on-one duel.


Then surely an ambush could not be said to be anything other than a duel.


Alongside Black Forest Hall, Thunder God Hall was one of the Ten Halls of Chaos that specialized in skills optimized for assassination. He was the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall.


No matter who the opponent was, if he set his mind to assassination, not even a Fortress Lord could escape him.


The Thunder God Hall Master grinned as he tightly gripped the dagger hidden in his robes.


At last, the chance to fulfill his long-held dream had come.


And it would begin with becoming the Fortress Lord of Gorgon Fortress.


They could call it cowardly if they wished.


To him, this “ambush” was the true one-on-one duel...


“H-Hall Master! Kuaaaagh!”


His subordinate’s scream and the storm that burst through the floor and swallowed him came almost at the same time.


It happened so fast that he could not even draw up his Thunder God Energy.


The dozen or so Adapters, including the Thunder God Hall Master, screamed before collapsing unconscious.


A while later, Cheongheo pulled the Thunder God Hall Master out of the wall.


“What is this? Isn’t this the Thunder God Hall Master?”


As if answering him, the Thunder God Hall Master’s legs twitched with crackling sparks.


Jaehwan nodded.


“Looks like we recruited the first member of the expedition.”


* * *


The Ten Halls of Chaos.


The term referred to the ten Hall factions that ruled the vast Chaos.


Still, being one of the Ten Halls did not mean they were all equal. There was a strict hierarchy even among the Ten Halls.


From first rank to tenth rank.


Those ranks were decided through sparring matches between the Hall Masters representing each faction, or through wars between the factions.


Thunder God Hall was ranked ninth among the Ten Halls of Chaos.


Even if the ninth and tenth ranks changed hands fairly often, the Ten Halls were not called the Ten Halls for nothing.


Thunder God Hall was also a large faction that had quickly risen into the Ten Halls through its tremendous growth, enough to be featured several times in 《Chaos This Month》.


‘It took exactly a hundred years to get this far.’


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong was quite young among the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


At two hundred and seven years old, Yoon Yong had once been a member of the Flowing Cloud Family household, one of the Five Great Families of the 《Great Realm》.


Strictly speaking, though, calling him a servant would have been more accurate than calling him part of the household.


To be precise, he had been a slave at the very bottom among servants.


Even so, Yoon Yong had been fortunate.


Considering how the Companions who had cleared the Tower with him had been sold off as meat shields on battlefields, it could only be called a miracle that Yoon Yong, whose spiritual power was at the level of a 「Non-Adapter」, had survived even as a slave of a great family.


Yoon Yong knew his place, and he lived diligently according to it.


To survive, he dragged out a life worse than death.


By the time he had worked for around a hundred years, most of the slaves who had once been his Companions were dead. Yoon Yong had survived.


He earned the head steward’s trust and became an official servant.


Yet on the day he became an official servant, Yoon Yong rebelled against his fate for the first time.


He could not spend the rest of his life living like this.


Yoon Yong traded away the hundred years of trust he had built and raided the Flowing Cloud Family’s secret manual vault.


Despite getting past the tight security, the skill he managed to steal was only mid-grade among the Flowing Cloud Family’s secret manuals. Even so, it was a supreme-grade skill throughout the 《Great Realm》.


The Flowing Cloud Family’s Thunder God Art.


A secret art of the Flowing Cloud Family that caused Thunder God Energy to run through the entire body the moment one learned it, restoring every cell to youth. Once proficiency in the skill exceeded eight stars, its user could wield the Thunder God’s power freely.


Although stealing Thunder God Art led to him being hunted by the Flowing Cloud Family’s Adapters for over twenty years before he was eventually slaughtered, it was thanks to that art that he had seized a place at the bottom of the 《Chaos》 Ten Halls.


Reaching ninth rank among the Ten Halls of Chaos in only a hundred years.


Even in the entire history of Chaos, it was a record with almost no precedent.


Yet before him stood a man who had lived only about half as long as those hundred years.


And that man’s position was the Fortress Lord of 《Chaos》.


How could that possibly make sense?


Someone spoke to the stunned Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong.


“Tsk, tsk. How did someone like you end up being the first?”


“...”


“You were always scheming with those little tricks of yours. I knew this day would come.”


“...Why are you here, Divine Doctor?”


“Someone has to treat fools like you too.”


The Thunder God Hall Master recovered from the shock so quickly thanks to Cheongheo’s treatment.


There was a reason Cheongheo was called the greatest Divine Doctor in Chaos.


“Who the hell is that man?”


The Thunder God Hall Master looked at Jaehwan, who stood in the center of the training ground beneath the hole in its ceiling, repeatedly practicing Stab.


“He’s the Gorgon Fortress Lord.”


“I have never heard of someone like him, not in Chaos or even in the Great Realm.”


“That goes for me too.”


“That is why I’m asking. Does this make any sense?”


“It doesn’t.”


Cheongheo nodded and added,


“Nothing about that bastard makes sense.”


Yoon Yong’s eyebrows twitched.


Had the Divine Doctor of Despair ever described anyone that way before?


Whether it was the competitive spirit of a man who had spent a hundred years rising through the ranks or the pride of an old martial artist, he could not say.


One thing was certain.


“I can win if we fight again.”


He could not accept the outcome like this.


“I may not look it, but I am the Thunder God Hall Master. I was caught off guard earlier, but...”


“A man who is quietly kneeling sure does yap a lot.”


At Cheongheo’s mockery, Yoon Yong shifted into a cross-legged position and shouted,


“Anyway, that does not count! What kind of coward attacks before the fight even begins?”


“Who was the one who infiltrated this place to assassinate someone first? You have some nerve.”


At Cheongheo’s words, the Thunder God Hall Master’s hair rose like bolts of lightning.


“Assassination? That is absurd!”


Then Jaehwan, who was standing in the center of the training ground, spoke.


“Fine.”


At Jaehwan’s unexpected response, color returned to the Thunder God Hall Master’s face.


“What do you mean, fine?”


“Come at me again.”


Jaehwan silently drew Dokbul.


The Thunder God Hall Master stood with a triumphant smile.


The attack that had struck him earlier must have belonged to the Divine Doctor.


Long ago, he had seen the Divine Doctor of Despair’s Slash.


It had been a Slash comparable to the supreme-grade skills of the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos. The sword wind that had struck him resembled that Slash.


“This time, it will be a fair fight.”


Yoon Yong took two short blades from his robes and spoke as if driving in a nail.


Thunder God Energy immediately surged through his entire body.


“If you say so.”


“Hehe. You agreed, so it is too late to regret it now.”


The pitiful young Fortress Lord still did not seem to know his place.


This time, he would not let his guard down.


He would push his supreme-grade skill, Thunder God Art, to its limit and slaughter him in a single stroke.


Like this...


“Kuaaaaaagh!”


Cheongheo clicked his tongue as he watched the Thunder God Hall Master fly high into the sky.


“I’ve been seeing the sky a lot lately.”
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The following day, a rumor swept across Gorgon. The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall had been “narrowly” defeated by the Fortress Lord.


“You got lucky, brat. If a stronger Hall had attacked first, things might not have gone so smoothly.”


“It would not have mattered who came.”


“Of course it would not have mattered to you, but your goal is not simply to crush them, is it?”


Cheongheo let out a deep sigh as Jaehwan looked at him as though asking what he meant.


“Phew... Now that I look at you, you really do not think things through. What do you think would have happened if the Hall Master of Heavenly Dragon Hall, ranked first, or the Hall Master of Limitless Hall, ranked second, had come first?”


“Hmm...”


“If you defeated them first, the Hall Masters ranked third through tenth would naturally have no choice but to hold back.”


If the Hall Masters ranked first and second had lost, there was no way the Hall Masters ranked third or lower could defeat Jaehwan.


But it was different when the defeated opponent was the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, ranked ninth. The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall possessed the lowest level of strength among the Ten Hall Masters.


In a sense, it had been fortunate for Jaehwan that his first opponent was the ninth-ranked Hall Master of Thunder God Hall.


“Well, if the Hall Master of Heavenly Dragon Hall or the Hall Master of Limitless Hall had really come, even you would not have been able to make it look this easy...”


A shadow rippled through the air just then, and the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall appeared.


“...I spread the rumor.”


His eyelids were swollen, and his lips were pushed out in a pout. Cheongheo snickered at him.


“Well done. You made sure to include the part about it being a narrow defeat, right?”


“Of course.”


The ninth-ranked Hall Master of Thunder God Hall was a sixth-stage Adapter. His strength was comparable to that of a deputy Hall Master in one of the upper-middle-ranked factions of the Ten Halls.


Someone of that caliber had been defeated “narrowly.” In other words, rumors would now place the Fortress Lord’s strength at roughly equal to that of a sixth-stage Adapter.


A sixth-stage Adapter was by no means weak.


Still, if asked whether that was enough Combat Power to become the master of one of the Ten Halls or a Fortress Lord, anyone would have to hesitate.


Even the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, ranked seventh among the Ten Halls, possessed Combat Power comparable to that of a seventh-stage Adapter. Considering that the Fortress Lords of other fortresses were eighth-stage Adapters, the sixth stage was not particularly impressive.


Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, let out a sigh so heavy it seemed to sink into the ground.


“But... is this really all right? Once the rumor spreads like this, there is no telling how the other Ten Halls will react.”


“You saw that guy’s strength and you can still say that?”


“That is true, but...”


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall had complicated feelings.


Spreading the rumor was not necessarily bad for him. If another Hall Master appeared and defeated the Fortress Lord, he would not have to become a member of the 「Abyss Expedition」, even if he failed to take the Fortress Lord’s position.


The problem was whether anyone could actually defeat the Fortress Lord of Gorgon.


What about the Hall Master of Heavenly Dragon Hall or the Hall Master of Limitless Hall?


The Hall Masters ranked first and second were at least two levels above the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall himself.


But could they defeat that man? For some reason, he could not picture it.


...No, that could not be right. The other Hall Masters could surely defeat him.


It was already common knowledge that several of the Ten Hall Masters had entered Gorgon Fortress. By now, the Hall Masters who had been cautiously watching for an opening would likely be streaming toward the Inner Fortress.


Surely even the Divine Doctor knew that, no matter how strong the Fortress Lord was, he could not fight all Ten Halls.


Thinking that, Yoon Yong glanced at Cheongheo. Then he froze.


“...Huh?”


He had only lived for 207 years, but even the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall knew a fair amount about Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


A man who had once belonged to the legendary 「Abyss Expedition」. One who had stepped forward to save 《Chaos》 by obtaining the 「Fruit」. A human who had lost everything after facing overwhelming despair.


No one in Chaos knew despair better than the Divine Doctor of Despair.


So what was that expression?


Cheongheo was watching Jaehwan silently repeat his Stabs alone. His expression was, in a word, very far from despair.


Perhaps sensing the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall’s thoughts, Cheongheo spoke.


“Brat, you are lucky. You got to see that man before you ever learned what true despair is.”


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall wanted to ask what about that man had made Cheongheo glimpse such potential.


At that moment, someone kicked open the training ground’s doors.


“I have come to challenge you, Fortress Lord of Gorgon!”


It was Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, ranked eighth among the Ten Halls of Chaos, and Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, ranked fifth.


“I wondered why that Fire King bastard was so late.”


Cheongheo muttered as he looked at them with pity.


“Looks like quite a few people are going to get badly hurt today.”


* * *


The match was decided in less than ten minutes.


True to his fiery temperament, Kang Hwang unleashed torrents of tyrannical flames and turned the training ground into a sea of fire. Then, after taking a few Stabs, he sprawled flat on the ground.


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, lasted the longest. He exchanged a full fifty blows with Jaehwan.


“I have lost, Fortress Lord.”


Jaehwan did not use the technique he had recently created. He still could not control its power. Throughout the fight, he had used only Light Stab and Normal Stab.


“That was a good match.”


Jaehwan was a little surprised by Cayman’s strength.


Unlike the other two Hall Masters, who remained at the sixth adaptation stage, Cayman was a seasoned seventh-stage Adapter.


Jaehwan judged that Cayman’s true strength was not greatly inferior to that of Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


“You did not show me all of your strength.”


“Couldn’t the same be said of you, Fortress Lord?”


Cayman laughed heartily.


“There are things one can tell without fighting to the end.”


Cayman gave a satisfied salute, then headed toward the other Hall Masters.


Kang Hwang was being treated by Cheongheo at one side of the training ground, repeatedly breathing flames from his mouth.


“That temper of yours has not changed, Kang Hwang.”


“Thank you, Divine Doctor.”


Kang Hwang grumbled.


“That dog bastard, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall. What? Narrowly defeated?”


“Heh heh. Who are you blaming? The one who lost is at fault.”


“Damn it.”


Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, had been wearing a grave expression for some time, as though he were deeply lost in thought.


Once the treatment was finished, the three Hall Masters gathered in one place. They stood some distance away from Jaehwan and Cheongheo, as if they were about to discuss something.


Yoon Yong spoke first.


“Excuse me, seniors. Do either of you know who else among the Ten Halls is coming?”


“I heard the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall and the Hall Master of Goddess Hall are on their way.”


The one who answered was Cayman, the fifth-ranked South Sea Hall Master.


“Scholar Forest Hall, ranked sixth. And Goddess Hall, ranked seventh...”


Yoon Yong fell into thought.


The fifth-ranked South Sea Hall Master had been defeated. There was no way those two could overcome the Fortress Lord either.


“Is there still no word from Heavenly Dragon, ranked first, or Black Forest, ranked third?”


“Wouldn’t you know more about them than we do, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall?”


Cayman asked in confusion. It made sense, since Heavenly Dragon Hall and Black Forest Hall were based in Manticore, the same fortress as Thunder God Hall.


Yet the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall’s expression turned strange.


“Yoon Yong, what is it?”


“...It is nothing. More importantly, what will the two of you do now?”


They had lost their matches, so they had no choice but to join the Abyss Expedition. But who would want to make such a choice?


An unexpected answer came.


“I came here intending to become part of the 「Abyss Expedition」 from the beginning.”


It was Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master.


“South Sea Hall Master, are you serious?”


Kang Hwang asked suspiciously.


“Of course.”


“Huh...”


Kang Hwang remembered what kind of person Cayman was.


He had been a close friend of Aimel, the former Fortress Lord of Gorgon. At the time, Cayman had not been strong enough to join the 「Abyss Expedition」.


Cayman had witnessed the end of the Abyss Expedition 900 years ago with his own eyes.


“I was planning to visit the Abyss soon anyway.”


Cayman was 954 years old this year. For all those distant years, he must have endured alone and honed his blade. Kang Hwang found Cayman admirable.


“Some things do not change, even after 900 years.”


“What are you planning to do, Fire King?”


“Well, I lost the match. There is nothing I can do about it.”


Kang Hwang shrugged. Then he looked toward Yoon Yong.


“What about you, Yoon Yong?”


“I just made up my mind.”


“You made up your mind? About what?”


Yoon Yong gave Kang Hwang and Cayman a salute, then walked straight toward Jaehwan.


Kang Hwang’s eyes widened.


“Don’t tell me that brat still has not come to his senses and wants another round with the Fortress Lord...”


Even Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, had failed to defeat the Fortress Lord. Still, Yoon Yong was young enough to act recklessly.


Then something happened that none of them expected.


“I, Yoon Yong, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall! From this moment onward, I swear to devote my loyalty to Jaehwan-nim, Fortress Lord of Gorgon!”


Kang Hwang watched from afar, his eyes bulging.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


“No, I do not need your loyalty.”


“...No! I will devote my loyalty to you! Even after I die, I will remain loyal!”


“You are already dead.”


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall had even fallen to his knees. Cheongheo frowned as he watched.


“What are you plotting, brat from Thunder God Hall?”


Even if he had lost a wagered match, a Hall Master from one of the Ten Halls would not lower his head this easily. Thunder God Hall might be ranked ninth, but it was still one of the Ten Halls.


“I have no ulterior motive! I was simply deeply moved by the Fortress Lord’s Combat Power...!”


“Cut the bullshit.”


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall looked wronged. His eyes were so watery that it seemed he would burst into tears if someone poked him. It was an expression unbelievably innocent for someone 207 years old.


Cheongheo’s gaze remained firm.


After some time passed...


“Tch.”


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall stuck out his lips. He had realized that acting would not work.


Jaehwan spoke as he watched him.


“I only need expedition members. I do not need loyal subjects.”


“They mean the same thing to me.”


“How are those the same thing?”


Cheongheo cut in again.


Yoon Yong quietly studied Cheongheo’s face, then asked with a doubtful look.


“...Divine Doctor, have you not heard anything yet?”


“Heard what?”


Yoon Yong shook his head, then spoke to Jaehwan.


“Anyway, Fortress Lord of Gorgon, please take me into your household. You can even give me a position like division leader, if that is all you can spare.”


“Household? What are you talking about?”


“Ah, I will not steal any secret manuals, so please take me in. And if possible, my subordinates too...”


Cheongheo’s eyes blazed.


“You call yourself a Hall Master? What nonsense are you saying about abandoning Thunder God Hall?”


“Phew... Thunder God Hall... You mean Thunder God Hall?”


Yoon Yong looked angry, yet somehow empty as well. Then he said,


“The faction called 「Thunder God Hall」 no longer exists in Chaos.”


“What are you talking about? Then what are those people?”


The members of Thunder God Hall crouching in one corner of the training ground shrank back under Cheongheo’s gaze.


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall hesitated for a long time before answering with a sigh.


“Thunder God Hall suffered destruction of a Hall a week ago. The only survivors are the seven over there and me.”
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Yoon Yong had led a small elite force into the Fortress to attempt an assassination.


It was not something Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, would normally have attempted. Even if Gorgon Fortress’s Fortress Lord truly possessed the Combat Power of a 「Non-Adapter」, the Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo stood at his side. As the ninth-ranked Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, Yoon Yong was no match for them.


Still, there was a reason Yoon Yong had made such an extreme choice.


“...So Thunder God Hall was destroyed?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“As I said, a week ago.”


Cheongheo thought for a moment before continuing.


“So this is the situation.”


“...”


“Thunder God Hall happened to be destroyed, and Gorgon Fortress happened to announce that it would choose a new Fortress Lord through one-on-one matches. With nothing left to lose, you came here to claim the position.”


“That is close enough.”


“But once you got here and fought, you suffered a crushing defeat.”


“I did.”


“Your faction was destroyed, and you failed to become Fortress Lord. Now you have nowhere to go, so you want us to take you in. Is that it?”


“Yes.”


“Does this bastard have no shame at all?”


“You could see it that way, but...”


Cheongheo narrowed his eyes at the hesitant Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, then clicked his tongue.


“Why are you lying?”


“What?”


“You said Thunder God Hall was destroyed a week ago.”


“...Yes.”


“Yet no rumors have spread?”


This was not just any faction. One of the Ten Halls of Chaos had been destroyed.


The System in 《Chaos》 was less stable than in the 《Great Realm》, so messaging skills such as Messenger Hawks and Messenger Pigeons were not as effective as one might expect. Even so, a whole week was far too long to make sense.


“Even considering the distance between 「Manticore」 and 「Gorgon」, a week is excessive.”


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, added his thoughts as he watched. Yoon Yong kept his head lowered as he continued.


“You may not believe me, but it is true. The reason the news has not spread yet is probably because...”


He smacked his lips and barely managed to continue.


“Information has been blocked.”


“Do you honestly think that makes sense?”


Cheongheo asked, his voice thick with disbelief.


Blocking information in 《Chaos》 was not simple. It was not something one or two factions could accomplish by gathering together and deciding to block information.


If Thunder God Hall had truly been destroyed, countless Messenger Hawks would have taken to the sky at once. How could anyone possibly control all of them? Were they supposed to shoot down every Messenger Hawk one by one with a shooting skill?


“Blocking that much information would be impossible unless the Fortress itself acted. Unless it controlled the skill system and blocked messaging skills...”


Yoon Yong wore a strange expression. He looked as if he were trembling in rage, yet drowning in sorrow at the same time. It was the face of someone in agony over having to acknowledge something.


“Divine Doctor, scan me.”


“What? Why all of a sudden?”


“You will understand once you scan me.”


Cheongheo scanned Yoon Yong with an unpleasant look in his eyes. Since the scan had been performed with Yoon Yong’s consent, Cheongheo was able to learn everything, including Yoon Yong’s soul contamination level, spiritual power status, and the entirety of his skill information.


“Oh, brat from Thunder God Hall, you have some decent skills too... Hm? What is this?”


Cheongheo’s expression suddenly changed.


“Why are all your long-range messaging skills sealed?”


It was exactly as he said.


Every type of long-range messaging skill Yoon Yong possessed, including Messenger Pigeons and Messenger Hawks, was currently under a restriction.


Yoon Yong belonged to Manticore Fortress. There was only one person in the world with the authority to block the long-range messaging skills of someone affiliated with Manticore.


The Fortress Lord of Manticore.


“Is everyone in Manticore currently in the same state?”


“Yes.”


“Why? Did you commit treason against the Fortress Lord of Manticore?”


One of the Ten Halls of Chaos had been destroyed. Then the Fortress had blocked long-range messaging skills. It meant that Manticore intended to completely prevent them from receiving outside help, and to wipe out Yoon Yong’s group within Manticore.


Whatever had happened, it was already remarkable that Yoon Yong had escaped Manticore alive.


When Yoon Yong remained silent, Cheongheo asked again.


“If you are affiliated with Manticore, the first-ranked Heavenly Dragon Hall and third-ranked Black Forest Hall should be there too. Which side was it? The Fortress could not have attacked you alone.”


Cayman added, “Heavenly Dragon Hall and Black Forest Hall were not on bad terms with Thunder God Hall, were they?”


Yoon Yong did not answer easily.


Cheongheo stroked his chin and muttered, “Could it have been one of the Ten Halls from another Fortress? Hm... A faction capable of gaining the consent of the first and third ranks, while securing Manticore Fortress’s cooperation?”


“Isn’t there the second-ranked Limitless Hall?”


“Limitless Hall belongs to Gorgon Fortress. If the Azure Sky Sword had moved, I would have known.”


The situation became even more confusing.


Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, who had been quietly watching the conversation, finally shouted in frustration.


“Enough talking. Let the bastard speak! He is the only one who knows the truth, isn’t he?”


“That is true. Hurry up and tell us.”


“You frustrating bastard! Spit it out already! A Hall Master of the Ten Halls should not be dragging this out like...”


Kang Hwang snorted flames through his nostrils and pressed him again.


“Who destroyed your faction? You have to tell us before we can decide whether to help you or not. It looks to me like you came here asking us to avenge you.”


“...You have no intention of helping me anyway, so why ask?”


“What? What a hurtful thing to say. If you ask, Fire King Hall will naturally...”


“Fire King Hall alone will not be enough.”


Fire King Hall alone would not be enough?


Cayman, who had remained silent, tested the claim.


“Then what if South Sea Hall helps as well?”


“It will still not be enough.”


Even the fifth-ranked South Sea Hall and eighth-ranked Fire King Hall would not be enough. Who could their enemy possibly be?


“That is why I am trying to enter Gorgon Fortress’s service. The enemy I seek to face cannot be fought with the strength of the Ten Halls alone.”


An enemy that could not be faced with the power of the Ten Halls.


That was when Jaehwan, who had silently observed the situation, spoke for the first time.


“If Gorgon lends you its strength, can you face them?”


“I do not know.”


Even if an entire Fortress moved, it would still be difficult?


Could such an organization exist in 《Chaos》?


“Who is the enemy?”


“Will you believe me if I tell you?”


“Is this the time to worry about whether we believe you?”


Kang Hwang looked ready to breathe flames from his mouth. After hesitating for a long time, Yoon Yong finally spoke as if he had given up.


“...Geumcheon Hall.”


“What? Are you playing games with us?”


Fury filled Kang Hwang’s eyes.


“You will be held responsible for those words.”


The tenth-ranked Geumcheon Hall was the culprit. It was a claim no one could accept.


“I have heard that Geumcheon Hall has recently grown stronger. But I cannot ignore the claim that their forces are stronger than South Sea Hall and Fire King Hall combined.”


Cayman’s voice had turned cold as well.


Yoon Yong fell silent for a moment, then spoke again.


“South Sea Hall and Fire King Hall... I misspoke. Let me be precise.”


“Are you changing your words now?”


Kang Hwang had already drawn his sword. He seemed to think he had been insulted.


Yoon Yong continued.


“It is not that the fifth-ranked South Sea Hall and eighth-ranked Fire King Hall cannot defeat Geumcheon Hall. Even if the first-ranked Heavenly Dragon Hall and third-ranked Black Forest Hall joined forces, they could not defeat Geumcheon Hall.”


“You bastard!”


Unexpectedly, it was Cayman who stopped Kang Hwang’s charging sword. Even in his agitation, Cayman asked calmly.


“It sounds as though Heavenly Dragon Hall and Black Forest Hall have already fought Geumcheon Hall.”


Yoon Yong nodded meaningfully, his head trembling.


Kang Hwang’s eyes shook.


“What does that...!”


“This is exactly why I could not bring myself to say it easily. Do you still not understand? Why do you think I did not ask Heavenly Dragon Hall or Black Forest Hall for help? Why do you think I came all the way to Gorgon to tell you this?”


Yoon Yong’s eyes had turned red.


Even Kang Hwang, who had been raging, and Cayman, who had been suppressing his anger, could not hide their shock. They were the tears of a man who had lived for 207 years.


“Do not tell me Heavenly Dragon Hall and Black Forest Hall were attacked too?”


They thought it was a lie. Three factions among the Ten Halls of Chaos had been struck down overnight? Nothing like that had ever happened in the history of 《Chaos》.


“It was not just those two.”


Then Yoon Yong told them something even more unbelievable.


“Fortress 「Manticore」 was completely conquered by Geumcheon Hall a week ago.”


* * *


A boy in yellow robes sat arrogantly upon the Fortress Throne of 「Manticore」.


At his feet lay the head of the person who had been Manticore’s Fortress Lord until a week ago.


“...Those Fortress Lords have decent mental energy. I could not get the Guardian Horned Beast in the end. Damn it.”


The boy crushed Manticore’s former Fortress Lord’s head beneath his foot in irritation. The silver blood that burst out soon turned into white powder and scattered brilliantly through the air.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong.


About thirty years ago, he had appeared in 《Chaos》 like a comet, subjugating mid- and lower-ranked clans before rising at once to the rank of Hall Master among the Ten Halls. Some said he was an Over-Adapter. Others claimed he was part of the Legendary Generation that had cleared a Master’s Tower.


Yet no one knew his true identity.


A man kneeling before him asked, “Hall Master, may I deliver my report?”


“Go ahead.”


“First, regarding Heavenly Dragon Hall and Black Forest Hall...”


“Let us hear it.”


The reporter opened a hologram panel and entered the unrest zones within the Fortress. Live combat footage began to play.


Monsters with enormous mouths and tentacles were brutally massacring the powerhouses of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


“Aaargh!”


“Save me...!”


At the edge of the panel was a chart that clearly displayed the areas where battles were ongoing, the areas where battles had ended, and the degree of losses on both sides.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong glanced at the chart and nodded in satisfaction.


“They will all be dealt with today.”


“Leave it to us.”


“What happened to the Hall Masters?”


“The Heavenly Dragon Hall Master has been confined in the Thunder Prison with all four limbs severed. The Black Forest Hall Master is still resisting alongside their people, but...”


“Who is facing them?”


“Our Deputy Hall Master and Elders have personally stepped forward.”


“Then it will be over soon.”


“Yes.”


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong had not even done anything, yet his subordinates trembled as they bowed their heads.


“Oh, did you catch the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall?”


“About that... I am sorry.”


“So it happened after all.”


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong frowned.


There had been only one failure in the 「Manticore Seizure Plan」. They had let Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, escape.


“I did not expect the Hall Masters to coordinate so quickly.”


As soon as Manticore’s Inner Fortress had fallen and the Fortress’s access system had been controlled, the Hall Masters had launched a joint counterattack.


The ability of the third-ranked Black Forest Hall Master had been especially impressive.


“Traitors to Chaos. Chaos will never forget this day.”


The Black Forest Hall Master had succeeded in getting Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall and the fastest movement artist in Manticore, out of the Fortress.


That had happened a week ago.


“I deserve death!”


“Forget it. Did you figure out where he fled?”


“About that... We believe he went to Gorgon.”


“Gorgon.”


This had become troublesome.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong was already well aware of the recent news from Gorgon. A lunatic had appeared, recruiting an Abyss Expedition with the position of Fortress Lord on the line.


It was ridiculous. Who would have thought there was still someone in 《Chaos》 with such ideas?


“...I will not be able to show my face to the Lord of Darkness.”


The operation to take Manticore had been carried out with the secret support of a Lord from the twelve zones.


It was called the Chaos Unification Plan.


According to Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong’s plan, Fortress 「Gorgon」 should have fallen alongside Fortress 「Manticore」 by now.


A full twenty percent of Geumcheon Hall’s total forces had been sent to conquer Gorgon. It was somewhat less than the fifty percent sent to Manticore, but Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong had been confident in his chances.


...If the Senior Elder had not been defeated.


He had entrusted the Gorgon operation to Senior Elder Maihan.


They had laid the groundwork for Gorgon over many years, and had invested more effort there than in Manticore. Yet they had failed, all because of one man.


Was his name Jaehwan?


A man who had appeared out of nowhere and slaughtered nearly a thousand elite soldiers of Geumcheon Hall.


They said his Combat Power was comparable to, or even surpassed, that of the Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo. There were even stories that he had impaled every enemy to death using Stab alone. It was surely a lie, but even so, it could not be ignored.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong summoned a hologram panel and watched the footage a subordinate had recently sent him. It showed Jaehwan killing Janya, who had become a Deadman, with Stab.


“...Come to think of it, his face looks familiar.”


At that moment, one of the Elders in charge of the Inner Fortress hurried into the meeting room.


“A message has arrived from the Lord of Darkness’s side.”


“From the Lord? What is it?”


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, was Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong’s greatest supporter.


When the Elder tried to display the message, Im Jinhong waved a hand in annoyance.


“Summarize it.”


“The content is the same as the previous message.”


“Ah, the one asking us to find that escaped 「Product」?”


“Yes.”


“Damn it. Why are they asking us to find the Product they failed to manage? Tell them we understand for now.”


“Yes.”


The Elder bowed and withdrew.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong tapped the armrest of his chair as he fell into thought. After some time, he spoke.


“Do you people not think it makes no sense?”


“Excuse me?”


“A 「Product」 killed the Tower’s Cultivator during the Tutorial Game, destroyed the Tower, and came out into 《Chaos》. Do you honestly think that is possible?”


“N-No, it is not!”


“Right. They have lost their minds. Something like that cannot possibly happen.”


Even after hearing their master’s words, his subordinates only exchanged nervous glances and wiped away cold sweat.


No matter how powerful their lord was, speaking so carelessly about a Lord of the Great Realm was dangerous. Even if Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong was strong, the Lords existed on an entirely different level.


“Anyway, where was I?”


“You had said that the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall escaped to Gorgon.”


“Right. Then we can leave him alone.”


“Yes? But...”


“The Hall Masters of the Ten Halls are gathering there too, so this works out well.”


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong remembered the final report Senior Elder Maihan had left behind.


It was a plan that was meant to be automatically carried out if the Gorgon Seizure Plan failed.


“We will carry out the annihilation of Gorgon.”


Senior Elder Maihan had gone silent after those final words. Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong could easily guess what Maihan had done at the end.


The horrific aura of a Deadman flowed out from Gorgon Fortress. Even from the considerable distance of Manticore Fortress, Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong could keenly feel that power.


It was Spiritual Pressure powerful enough to make even Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong tremble, despite having surpassed the dreaded eighth adaptation and standing on the verge of the ninth.


The Sole King, Catastrophe.


Although the aura of Catastrophe’s descent had quickly disappeared, the true terror of Catastrophe was not the descent itself.


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong smiled coldly.


“They will soon learn exactly why the Sole King Catastrophe is called a calamity.”
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The training grounds of Gorgon Inner Keep.


After finishing their long account before the two Hall Masters, Jaehwan, and Cheongheo, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall lowered his head with a shamefaced expression.


“...And that is how I came to be here.”


A heavy silence settled over the gathering once the Thunder God Hall Master finished. Not once in the past thousand years had a Fortress fallen so helplessly.


“An unbelievable story.”

“Has Geumcheon Hall really grown that much in just a few years? Enough to control all of Manticore?”


The Hall Master of Fire King Hall and the Hall Master of South Sea Hall each added a word.


Jaehwan, who had kept silent until then, also spoke.


“Who exactly are Geumcheon Hall?”

“They hold the tenth seat among the Ten Halls of Chaos. You could say they are the weakest of them.”


Kang Hwang, Hall Master of Fire King Hall, answered.


“That is why it makes no sense. A faction like that took down an entire Fortress. To be honest, I still cannot believe what that bastard said.”

“I think the Thunder God Hall Master’s story is true.”


Kang Hwang looked uneasily at Cheongheo, who had suddenly cut in.


“How do you know that, Divine Doctor?”

“Geumcheon Hall had its sights set on Gorgon as well.”


Something seemed to occur to Kang Hwang, and his face changed at once.


“Are you saying the disturbance in the Inner Fortress a week ago was Geumcheon Hall’s doing?”


It had not even been a week since Maihan, Geumcheon Hall’s chief elder, had been stopped in his scheme and the Fortress Lord had been replaced.


If Jaehwan had not stopped them that day, Gorgon would have fallen into Geumcheon Hall’s hands as well.


Cayman, Hall Master of South Sea Hall, added, “I agree. I just received word that contact with South Sea Hall’s branch in Manticore has been cut off.”


“Hah... But how did Geumcheon Hall obtain such overwhelming power?”


The Thunder God Hall Master, who had listened in silence, spoke.


“I do not know who is backing them, but it is certain that there is a force supporting them.”


If someone could support a group on the level of the Ten Halls of Chaos, there was only one possible answer.


As if driving a nail into that conclusion, the Thunder God Hall Master continued.


“I believe it is one of the Lords of the twelve zones.”

“That cannot be. The Lords agreed not to involve themselves in Chaos any longer!”

“But who besides the Lords could support a force on the level of the Ten Halls of Chaos?”

“I heard the entire Great Realm is at war right now. It is not impossible that someone would take advantage of the chaos to meddle in the affairs of 《Chaos》.”

“Why not contact the 《Palace of Rebirth》?”


At Kang Hwang’s suggestion, Cayman frowned.


“You are telling us to ask those bastards at the 《Palace of Rebirth》 for help?”


The 《Palace of Rebirth》.


It was the resurrection site of the Lords and the Five Great Families, and the organization that managed every 「Fruit」 in 《Chaos》.


Since it fell under the jurisdiction of the Lords and the Five Great Families, the people who managed it were members of those groups as well. Kang Hwang spoke again.


“If one of the twelve zones has intervened, then they have broken the accord, have they not?”


Nine hundred years ago, the Lords of the 《Palace of Rebirth》, who had stolen the Fruit from the 「Abyss Expedition」, made a treaty with 《Chaos》 in exchange for taking the Fruit.


The treaty stated that the Lords and the Five Great Families of the 《Great Realm》 would never interfere in the affairs of 《Chaos》 again.


It was known in the 《Great Realm》 as the 295th Grand Lord Accord.


“They have certainly broken the accord, but...”

“We must demand answers from them!”

“We only suspect it for now. Contacting them without clear evidence would be a problem, and more than anything...”


Cayman ground his teeth and shouted.


“I do not like the idea of asking those bastards for help.”


Kang Hwang clicked his tongue inwardly as he looked at Cayman’s burning eyes.


It made sense. A man like Cayman would rather die fighting than seek help from the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


“And what if the bastards at the Palace of Rebirth are in on it too?”

“That...”


Kang Hwang fell silent, apparently not having considered that possibility. An anxious atmosphere began to spread through the training grounds.


Cheongheo asked Jaehwan, “This has become bigger than expected. What will you do now?”

“What?”

“Manticore has fallen, and three of the Ten Halls have been subjugated. If you continue with your plan...”

“There will be a war.”


War.


Cheongheo knew better than anyone the weight carried by those two syllables. It had already been nine hundred years since a battle large enough to be called a war had taken place in Chaos.


The war between the 「Abyss Expedition」 and the 《Palace of Rebirth》. The memory of that day, when countless souls of Chaos had been swept away by the remnants of the Lords and the Families.


“It does not matter. It is better this way. It saves us the trouble.”

“What?”

“They are enemies we have to fight anyway.”


The Thunder God Hall Master and the South Sea Hall Master looked startled.


“You mean...?”

“You intend to strike Manticore?”


Jaehwan shrugged instead of answering.


Cheongheo asked, sounding appalled, “Do you really intend to unite Chaos?”

“Yes.”


Cayman, who had been listening beside them, burst into laughter.


“Khahahahat! Fortress Lord, are you serious? You want to unite Chaos?”

“I am.”


Cayman’s laughter abruptly stopped. Cheongheo’s expression also hardened as he watched them.


He had vaguely suspected it after hearing Yulhen’s account, but he had not thought Jaehwan would truly harbor such an idea.


“It seems the Fortress Lord intends to step down from his position by uniting Chaos and eliminating all enemies. If there are no Fortresses, there will be no need for Fortress Lords either.”


Uniting Chaos was entirely different from subjugating the Four Great Fortresses and the Ten Halls.


That was because Chaos held an enemy stronger than all Four Great Fortresses and the Ten Halls combined.


The 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Cheongheo knew their terror better than anyone through what had happened nine hundred years ago.


“With your current strength, it is impossible.”

“You will not know until I try.”


At times, Cheongheo could not understand Jaehwan’s confidence.


He knew Jaehwan was strong.


Jaehwan was an Awakened One.


And an Awakened One was remarkable enough to show that kind of confidence. Even an incomplete Awakened One like Cheongheo would be treated as nobility in the 《Great Realm》. Jaehwan was far stronger than that.


“Brat, war is not so simple. No matter how strong you are, there are things you cannot do alone.”


Historians defined war in countless ways.


Some said war was morale. History held no shortage of cases where an army prevailed despite being outnumbered because of superior morale.


Others said war was tactics. The side that won countless small engagements ultimately claimed victory.


There were also those who said war was supply. In a prolonged conflict, supply lines would become the lifeline of the war.


Tactics and strategy. Schemes and betrayal. Deploying forces where they were needed and judging each situation correctly. War was the sum of all those things.


Whether Jaehwan knew that or not, he spoke.


“It does not matter.”

“What did you say?”

“That is why I have you, old man.”


Cheongheo’s aged eyes widened. It was not something he had expected to hear.


“As you said, old man, I have no experience and I have not lived long. But it does not matter. Because I have you.”

“W-When did I ever say I would join you, you bastard...!”

“Was that not the case?”


Cheongheo could not understand why that made something surge within him.


To feel this way because of a brat only sixty years old.


Cheongheo turned his head, hiding his expression.


Without another word, Jaehwan turned and looked at the three Hall Masters.


“And you.”


The Hall Masters took a step back at the same time as Jaehwan’s gaze fell on them.


They had caught a glimpse of something in his eyes.


Something brilliant they had forgotten during their long years in 《Chaos》.


“As you heard, I am not simply trying to gather the 「Abyss Expedition」. First, I will unite 《Chaos》 and destroy the 《Palace of Rebirth》, which stole the Fruit from you nine hundred years ago. The 「Abyss Expedition」 will set out after that. What I need are real Companions who can do all of that with me.”


Someone audibly swallowed.


“If you do not have the confidence to join me, you may leave. Forget everything that happened today. Return to your old lives.”


At that moment, all the Hall Masters had lowered their heads.


Not by choice.


The weight of the countless years they had lived. The weight of the lives they had turned away from. It pressed down upon their shoulders and heads.


The first to raise his head was Cayman, Hall Master of South Sea Hall.


“What will you do if none of us helps you?”

“Then I will do it alone.”

“Did you not just say it could not be done alone?”

“I.”


Jaehwan spoke in a cool voice.


“I came this far alone.”


Cayman’s eyes flashed.


He stared silently into the air, then laughed like someone who had lost his mind. Afterward, he said, “Good. I will stand with the Fortress Lord. Whether it is the Abyss or the Palace of Rebirth, I will follow you anywhere.”


“South Sea Hall Master!”


Kang Hwang shouted in alarm.


“I, Cayman, came here already prepared to give up my position as Hall Master of South Sea Hall. If the Fortress Lord had not said it first, I would have been disappointed instead.”

“I feel the same.”


Yoon Yong, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, also spoke with a vassal’s salute.


“I, Yoon Yong, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, have already decided to become the Fortress Lord’s loyal shadow.”

“I said I do not need that.”

“I am already one with the Fortress Lord!”


Soon, everyone’s eyes turned toward Kang Hwang.


“Er, ahem... I have not decided yet.”


In truth, Kang Hwang’s response was the sensible one.


What did he know about Jaehwan that would make him readily accept the offer? Especially when they were Hall Masters of entire factions.


“To be honest, I cannot be certain whether the Fortress Lord has what it takes to lead the 「Abyss Expedition」.”


It was a blunt statement worthy of the Hall Master of Fire King Hall.


“The enemies the Fortress Lord intends to fight are far too strong. If we rush in recklessly, all of us might die like dogs before we even get the chance to fight.”

“That is possible.”

“I want the Fortress Lord to prove what he is capable of.”

“How?”

“As you already know, six Hall Masters are currently gathered in Gorgon.”

“Six? Who else is here besides you?”

“Limitless Hall, which holds the second seat and has long been based in Gorgon. Scholar Forest Hall, which holds the sixth seat and came from the western Fortress of Garuda. And Goddess Hall, which holds the seventh seat and must have come up with South Sea Hall...”

“A whole lot of people came flocking in to claim the Fortress Lord’s seat.”


At Cheongheo’s interruption, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall grimaced.


“Anyway, earn the recognition of the other three Hall Masters. Then I will recognize you as well.”

“Heheh, Kang Hwang. Is that not rather cowardly?”

“...But it is necessary. You know that too, Divine Doctor. If he wishes to lead the Abyss Expedition, he must be able to do at least that.”


Defeating someone and earning their recognition were entirely different matters.


That was especially true if the people in question were the three Kang Hwang had just named.


The Hall Master of Limitless Hall, who held the second seat as a faction but was considered the strongest of all Hall Masters in individual Combat Power.


The Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, who held the sixth seat and was said to surpass anyone in strategy despite falling behind in Combat Power.


The Hall Master of Goddess Hall, who held the seventh seat and possessed such noble character that they were said to command the greatest respect among the Ten Halls.


If Jaehwan could earn the recognition of those three, no one in Chaos would be able to deny him.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Fine. We will do that.”


Kang Hwang looked a little flustered at how readily he accepted the condition.


Jaehwan was not finished.


“But I have a condition too.”

“A condition?”

“If I must earn your recognition, you must earn mine as well.”

“What recognition are you talking about?”


The Hall Master of Fire King Hall asked in a displeased tone.


They were the Ten Hall Masters, the strongest in Chaos. What further recognition could they possibly need?


“I do not believe in empty labels like the Ten Hall Masters. What I need are people who are truly strong.”


Before Kang Hwang could say anything in wounded pride, Jaehwan continued.


“I will hold a tournament.”

“A tournament?”

“A tournament to fight for the position of Fortress Lord. It would be disappointing to wager only that, so I will put this up as well.”


A dark horn emerged from Jaehwan’s Dimensional Bag.


It was the last remaining horn of Garnak.


Cayman, Hall Master of South Sea Hall, let out an exclamation.


“Everything you pull out is always remarkable. As expected.”


Jaehwan nodded.


“First, make it into the quarterfinals of the tournament. That is the condition for me to recognize you. I will give you your test after that.”


Kang Hwang’s face turned red, then blue.


He was daring to test the Ten Hall Masters.


Unlike the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, Cayman looked intrigued.


“The Fortress Lord is right. Being a Hall Master of the Ten Halls does not prove that one is the strongest in Chaos. When will the tournament begin?”

“South Sea Hall Master! What are you...”

“Kang Hwang. If we wish to test someone, should we not first prove that we are qualified to do so?”


Once Kang Hwang fell silent, everyone focused on Jaehwan.


“As for when it begins...”


Someone was running toward the training grounds from afar, out of breath.


Their Spiritual Pressure was powerful, though they were not a member of the Ten Halls.


Still, everyone in the training grounds knew them well.


“Fortress Lord!”


It was Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen.


Looking in that direction, Jaehwan said, “I think it has already begun.”


Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen was shaking a flyer in one hand, their face flushed with anger.


+


Anyone who desires the position of Fortress Lord, come forth!

The First Gorgon Tournament will be held!

Preliminaries begin today at 18:00!


+


Thus began the Gorgon Tournament.


* * *


The Great Sea Zone in the south of Chaos.


The Adapters who traveled south through Chaos encountered not a continent, but an ocean.


This sea, which resembled the Aegean Sea of World 294, had an unusual green, rippling surface. That surface was the outer skin of a plant.


The Adapters called this skin the Sea Road. They could travel across the Great Sea Zone by walking on it, or hunt the sea horned beasts that appeared everywhere.


The deeper one went into the heart of the Great Sea Zone, the thicker the plant’s outer layers became. At its center stood a famous Fortress known to every Adapter in 《Chaos》.


The southern Fortress, Dryad.


From its walls to its spires, the entire Fortress was made of colonies of aquatic plants. It was a natural fortress formed from stems and secretions produced by Dryad, the plant-type Guardian Horned Beast, after it absorbed the moisture of the Great Sea.


Rumble.


As Dryad, curled up within the Inner Fortress, stretched its massive body, countless stems shot into the sky at once.


A woman sat gently at the end of one of those stems. She was the Fortress Lord of Dryad.


“Dryad. It seems something bad is about to happen.”


As if answering her, the Guardian Horned Beast Dryad wriggled its stems.


The woman had pale skin and wore a blue dress reminiscent of a qipao. A long hairpin held her swept-up hair in place.


She stroked the small leaves sprouting from the stem’s tip and looked toward the distant horizon.


Her gaze was fixed on the northern continent of Chaos.


That was where Gorgon Fortress stood.


Top-grade skill, 「clairvoyance」.


Her clairvoyance could observe an enemy’s movements from tens of thousands of kilometers away. It caught sight of strange creatures moving in the direction of Gorgon Fortress.


She immediately recognized what those monsters were.


“Why is a Colossal Deadman...?”


Sole King Catastrophe, known as the King of the Deadmans, had three servants.


They were the beings called Colossal Deadmans, or the Three Great Deadmans. They had once been among the strongest in 《Chaos》, but their souls had become contaminated, turning them into monsters.


One of those terrifying creatures, said to be unstoppable even if the Ten Hall Masters attacked together, was moving toward Gorgon Fortress.


Magritte Who Walks Backward.


The Fortress Lord of Dryad knew that Deadman’s name as well.


Magritte had once been the Fortress Lord of one of the Four Great Fortresses of Chaos.


With a face below its crotch and the positions of its arms and legs completely reversed, the Colossal Deadman Magritte led countless Deadmans at the front of the procession, its tentacles undulating.


Then, in the next moment,


Magritte’s eyes turned toward Dryad, more than several thousand kilometers away.


“Khk...!”


Silver blood flowed from the Dryad Fortress Lord’s lips as her clairvoyance was forcibly cut off.


Her face pale, she clutched her chest and wiped the silver from her lips.


“I must inform the Fortress Lord of Gorgon.”


The Hall Master of South Sea Hall and the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, both originally from Fortress Dryad, were heading to Gorgon at that very moment.


There was no time to delay.


Aisa Lindcroft, Fortress Lord of Dryad, activated the fastest messaging skill she could use.


A blue hawk rose into the sky and began beating its wings toward Gorgon.
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The conference room of Gorgon Inner Keep.


Under Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen’s sharp gaze, the three newly appointed Horn Lords of the Inner Horn each pretended to be occupied with something else.


“Hoho, I’m sure the Fortress Lord has his reasons.”


Jahir, newly appointed as Security Horn Lord, in particular, looked unable to hide his delight.


Yulhen, however, looked grave.


“What reasons could he possibly have?”

“Ahem. Well, there must be some profound intention that people like us cannot understand...”

“Jahir. This is serious. Powerful people from all over Chaos are flocking to Gorgon.”

“I am aware of that, but...”


Gorgon’s Outer Fortress was already packed to capacity. As soon as news of the tournament spread, crowds began gathering to watch powerful fighters clash. The teleportation stations around Gorgon were overwhelmed by the endless influx of Adapters, while the checkpoints at every gate struggled to verify the identities of the Adapters lined up before them.


The northern checkpoint was the sole exception.


“Hahaha! Come on in, everyone! Keep it moving!”


After Karlton Xavier, the former chief of the northern checkpoint, was appointed Law Horn Lord of Gorgon’s Inner Horn, his assistant James naturally became the interim chief of the northern checkpoint.


Thanks to that, the guards at the northern checkpoint were enjoying blissful days amid an overflowing sea of bribes.


Karlton, still unfamiliar with his position as Law Horn Lord, could only frown whenever reports from the northern checkpoint reached him.


“Law Horn Lord Karlton, do you have nothing to say?”

“...Pardon?”

“I’m asking whether you have anything to say about this situation.”


Yulhen, who had been staring at Karlton, let out a long sigh.


The tournament itself had not violated any laws, even though it had not gone through a formal Inner Horn meeting. In an emergency, important policy proposals requiring expenditures of over three billion horns could be passed without an Inner Horn meeting, so long as more than half the Horn Lords agreed.


Amazingly, Jaehwan had secured a majority.


How?


It was simple. On the day Jaehwan became Fortress Lord, four of the five Horn Lords overseeing Gorgon’s Inner Horn had vanished, and the remaining one had been crippled. In practical terms, Gorgon had been left without an Inner Horn.


Jaehwan used that opening to appoint three people as Security Horn Lord, Law Horn Lord, and Finance Horn Lord. Since every appointee was one of Jaehwan’s close associates, every matter naturally passed with ease.


After thinking for a moment, Karlton spoke.


“It seems you do not approve of the Fortress Lord’s decision, Chief Internal Administrator.”

“...This is not a matter of personal preference. It is a matter of principle. You know that too, Law Horn Lord.”

“Principles. Those damned principles. How long are you people going to keep going on about them?”


The one who cut into the conversation was the newly appointed Finance Horn Lord.


Yulhen’s expression turned cold.


“Every system operates on principles. The Finance Horn Lord may not understand, since you are ignorant of Inner Horn affairs.”


Yulhen did not like the newly appointed Finance Horn Lord.


Jahir, the Anti-Evil Squad Commander, taking charge of Security Horn, and Karlton, the northern checkpoint chief, taking charge of Law Horn, could be tolerated.


But this was too much.


Even if Gorgon was in an emergency, how could a tavern keeper who was only at the level of a second-stage Adapter be put in charge of Finance Horn?


Yulhen still remembered the moment, five days earlier, when the Fortress Lord brought in a woman named Claire and declared her the Finance Horn Lord.


“I don’t see much difference between a tavern and Gorgon Fortress. The only difference is which one is more blatant about it.”


After Claire took charge of Finance Horn, its personnel restructuring was completed in an instant.


Acting with Jaehwan’s authority, Claire boldly removed the high-ranking officials who latched onto higher-stage Adapters like parasites and shaped every financial policy around the perspective of Gorgon’s ordinary residents. Only Claire, who had no connections whatsoever within the Inner Horn, could have done that.


Naturally, the backlash was enormous.


Even now, the offices in the Inner Fortress were piled high with protests from countless clans and higher-stage Adapters. Of course, the Fortress Lord paid them no attention.


“The one who knows nothing seems to be the rigid Chief Internal Administrator.”


At Claire’s tone, which seemed to have let all manners evaporate with alcohol, Yulhen’s expression changed to one of bewilderment.


“You seem unhappy with the Fortress Lord’s policies. Do you even know what value those policies are creating?”

“Creating value...?”

“Yes, creating value. You’re not looking down on me because I own a tavern, are you?”

“No, that’s not...”

“That’s exactly the look on your face.”


Realizing the conversation was slipping out of control, Yulhen fell silent. Claire continued.


“Where people gather, money gathers too. And right now, Gorgon is receiving an unprecedented number of visitors through this tournament.”

“I know that much.”

“If you know it, why are you talking like that? From where I stand, you look like you don’t know a thing.”

“...”

“Let me give you an example. That tournament you’re so horrified by. Do you know where in Gorgon it’s being held?”

“I have not looked into that yet.”

“On Northern Market Street.”

“Northern Market Street?”


Northern Market Street had lost all its facilities during the Geumcheon Hall incident a few days ago, leaving its residents without a livelihood.


“Wait... Surely not?”


Claire nodded.


“The residents of the market street who lost their jobs are working as assistant staff for the tournament.”


Yulhen was shocked. They knew that a tournament was underway, but they had never imagined the personnel and venue needed to run it had been secured that way.


“You know roughly how much damage the Fortress suffered during the Geumcheon Hall incident a few days ago, right?”

“About 13 billion horns, if I recall...”

“That’s right. To be exact, 12.878 billion horns.”


Yulhen looked at Claire with fresh eyes. When had this woman investigated all that information?


But it was too soon to be surprised.


“Then do you know how much revenue the Fortress has earned over the last two days from holding this tournament?”

“That is still being investigated...”

“13.28 billion horns! And that’s only the net profit earned over the past two days. Once you add the potential profits, no one knows how much higher it could go.”


Yulhen stood there with their mouth hanging open.


If what Claire said was true, Gorgon had recovered all its previous losses with the profits from the last two days.


More than that, how had this woman already investigated those figures?


Claire let out a short laugh.


“What’s so surprising? I’ve run taverns in both this world and the next. Calculating money and dealing with worms who get drunk and make a fuss was my job.”


Claire reached into her clothes and pulled out a pipe. She carried herself with the ease of someone who had survived without being intimidated by men who made every sort of unreasonable demand.


Powder from a One-Horned Beast burned pale white at the tip of the pipe.


“I don’t know what the Fortress Lord wants to do. Whether he really plans to form an Abyss Expedition or wage war against all of Chaos... But I think I know one thing for certain.”


Claire glanced at Security Horn Lord Jahir, then Law Horn Lord Karlton, before finally meeting Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen’s gaze.


“《Chaos》 is going to change now.”


Yulhen read an emotion swirling in Claire’s eyes.


It was an emotion most of those living in 《Chaos》 had lost long ago. Looking more closely, Karlton and Jahir wore similar expressions.


Yulhen knew the name of that emotion well.


Fortress Lord, what are you trying to make us feel?


Something that had not happened even once in hundreds of years.


Yulhen grew uneasy. They feared this change, this possibility, and the one person making all of it possible.


Suppressing the excitement rising within, they composed themselves.


* * *


The tournament rushed through the preliminaries and main rounds in a grueling three-day march, reaching the Round of 16 in no time.


Those who arrived late at Gorgon Fortress could join the competition through specially prepared wild cards.


Three days passed like that.


The tournament, running on a packed schedule without a moment to rest, had reached its climax.


“The Round of 16 in three days. Things are moving too quickly.”


The speaker was the Hall Master of Limitless Hall, Azure Sky Sword Shin Mugeuk.


The elites of Limitless Hall, ranked second among the Ten Halls, stood in formation behind him. Each possessed Combat Power at the level of a fourth- or fifth-stage Adapter. Every one of them was a formidable fighter with a terrifying presence, yet even their combined force could not surpass Azure Sky Sword Shin Mugeuk alone.


That was the kind of person Shin Mugeuk was.


He appeared to be an ordinary middle-aged man, but he was actually one of Gorgon’s oldest residents, over a thousand years old.


Like the Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo and the Lord of Steel Huh Yu, Shin Mugeuk was from the Central Plains of World 12,764. Even in the martial world of his homeland, he had been counted among the Five Great Swordsmen under heaven.


“This happened because that fool Kang Hwang pulled a pointless stunt.”


Shin Mugeuk looked toward the source of the voice.


“He ran wild from the preliminaries onward, spewing flames and saying he would kill everyone. Anyone who had not surpassed fifth-stage Adaptation declared they were withdrawing.”

“I was wondering who it was.”


Shin Mugeuk looked at the speaker with a pleased expression.


“It has been a long time, Cheongheo.”

“It has, Mugeuk.”


Cheongheo grinned, showing his teeth.


The next moment, a sharp current formed between them. The killing intent that collided in midair was so sharp that the nearby Adapters shuddered.


Cheongheo, an Awakened One, and Shin Mugeuk, a higher-stage Adapter, had tested each other’s strength through their presence.


After a moment, Cheongheo spoke in admiration.


“You’ve improved again.”

“It seems you have as well.”


Shin Mugeuk seemed to have sensed something from Cheongheo’s presence too.


Once the tense current around them faded, whispers rose from all around.


“Is that Azure Sky Sword?”

“The Divine Doctor of Despair came too!”


Seeing Azure Sky Sword and the Divine Doctor of Despair, considered among the strongest in Chaos, together in one place, a few people looked almost moved to tears.


Cheongheo stroked his beard as he spoke.


“Still, this is unexpected, Mugeuk. You love fighting, yet you’re not participating in the tournament.”

“I like duels. I don’t like dogfights like that.”

“Hehe. Kang Hwang will start breathing fire again if he hears you.”


On the stage, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, Kang Hwang, was in the midst of fighting a young woman. It was the final match of the Round of 16.


Kang Hwang’s top-grade skill, Flame Demon Blade, scattered indiscriminate flames throughout the arena, but the young woman dressed in dark night garb avoided every flame with an astonishing movement technique.


Watching her, Cheongheo spoke.


“That young lady is quite capable. Do you know who she is?”

“I don’t know. She doesn’t seem to be from Goddess Hall... Still, that movement technique looks familiar.”

“Tsk, tsk. Have you really grown old? Isn’t that Blue Cloud Divine Step?”

“Blue Cloud Divine Step?”


Shin Mugeuk had been briefly lost in thought over the technique’s name, then suddenly answered.


“Could it be Steel’s skill?”

“Yes.”


At Cheongheo’s confident answer, Shin Mugeuk’s eyes grew complicated.


There was only one person they could mean by Steel. Their former friend who had cleared the Tower with them in the Central Plains before entering the 《Great Realm》, the Lord of Steel Huh Yu.


“Why is one of Huh Yu’s subordinates here?”

“Who knows? What’s certain is that some of the Lords have their own schemes for this tournament.”


Not long after, the match was decided.


Kang Hwang’s Flame Demon Blade slid off the woman’s blade, losing its direction in an instant. Her counterattack struck him in the stomach, sending Kang Hwang tumbling out of the arena.


Cheers erupted everywhere at the shocking defeat of Kang Hwang, one of the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


“Wooooo! Kang Hwang lost!”


Azure Sky Sword Shin Mugeuk frowned.


“Kang Hwang has gotten soft.”

“This is the price of neglecting his training.”


Before long, the arena grew noisy as an announcement declared the end of the Round of 16.


It seemed there would be a brief break before the quarterfinals, but Security Horn Lord Jahir hurried over, grabbed a microphone, and immediately began hosting.


“Now, the quarterfinals you have all been waiting for are finally beginning!”


Shin Mugeuk, who had been planning to rest and look around, frowned.


“Are they not rushing things too much?”

“The Fortress Lord is impatient.”

“Even so, they’re acting as though everything has to be done this instant...”


The crowd’s cheers died down when a man stepped onto the stage. People who recognized him called out from all directions.


“It’s the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.”


Scholar Forest Hall was founded by the finest scholars in Chaos. Among them was a man called the greatest genius of all, the master of Scholar Forest Hall, Jegal Myeong.


He leisurely swept his gaze over the stands. After spotting Shin Mugeuk and Cheongheo, he smiled arrogantly with his eyes.


“That arrogant brat thinks blinking at us counts as a greeting. I should give him a beating later.”

“Leave him be. He’s only four hundred years old.”


A moment later, the opposite side of the stage opened and a new person emerged.


The cheers from the stands grew louder. This newcomer was no less impressive than the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.


Cheongheo chuckled.


“Looks like someone has come to beat him up for me.”


The opponent of the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall was the most famous man in Gorgon at the moment.


Shin Mugeuk murmured.


“So that’s the new Fortress Lord.”

“Yes.”

“One spot on the tournament bracket was empty. I didn’t expect the Fortress Lord himself to be participating.”


Shin Mugeuk tilted his head as he watched Jaehwan stretch lightly on the stage.


“How strange. I sense an energy similar to yours... Could he be your disciple?”

“A disciple?”


The next moment, an explosion rang out from the stage, and someone shot into the sky.


The Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, whose eyes had swollen so badly that he could no longer smile with them, spun through the air.


“Aaaaaagh!”


Looking up at the sight, Cheongheo spoke.


“...Could a monster like that possibly be my disciple?”
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There was a saying in 《Chaos》.


‘If the 《Great Realm》 had the Samyeong Great Family, then 《Chaos》 had Jegal Myeong.’


He was the only strategist said to rival the Samyeong Great Family’s retainers, renowned as the pinnacle of strategy in the 《Great Realm》. There was some exaggeration in that, but Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall and Chaos’s greatest strategist, was that kind of man.


‘So that guy is the Fortress Lord.’


Because he was such a man, he could not easily acknowledge the man before him. He had been a genius since childhood, achieved outstanding results in the Tower of Nightmares, and become a respected strategist in the Great Realm, even if he had fallen short of the Samyeong Great Family.


After coming to Chaos, he and the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall had become two of the Ten Hall Masters in the shortest time possible. His life had been a smooth road all the way through. There might have been people better than him, but there was no one more brilliant. That confidence was what Jegal Myeong had lived by.


For the first time today, his pride was wavering.


‘He became Gorgon’s Fortress Lord in a week?’


Hall Master of Fire King Hall Kang Hwang had told him about it beforehand.


A man who declared he would unify Chaos and fight the 《Palace of Rebirth》. A man who said he would re-form the Abyss Expedition that had disappeared nine hundred years ago. A man said to be only sixty years old.


Every part of it rubbed him the wrong way.


That was why Jegal Myeong said, “Fortress Lord, I have heard much of your plan.”


“...”


“But it is impossible. As you are now, you could not defeat a Military Artisan or Martial General, much less a Middle General, the Lords who serve the Great Lord directly.”


Jegal Myeong had entered this bothersome tournament precisely to offer that advice.


“Do you think you are the first person in Chaos to be like this? There was one two hundred years ago, and another three hundred years ago. Do you know what happened to them all?”


Jegal Myeong paused for effect before continuing.


“They all died.”


Hundreds of thousands of years. Perhaps millions.


Maybe even hundreds of millions.


Chaos was a place so ancient that no one could calculate how long it had existed, much less trace the beginning of those years. How could there have never been revolutionaries in such a place?


How could there have been no heroes who held great ideals?


There had been.


People who gave others hope, who made them long for the lives they had lost.


Those who embraced that hope departed into the Abyss alongside them. None ever returned.


Jegal Myeong had endured in Chaos for four hundred years. Having endured for four hundred years, he could say this.


“Do you think we leave this world as it is because we are fools?”


The guardians of despair were those who understood despair more deeply than anyone. Those who protected the world’s injustice were those most victimized by it.


Jegal Myeong knew why the world could not change.


They had been steeped too deeply in this world’s despair.


People who had become afraid to hope. People who had trampled the hope before their eyes again and again because they feared an even greater despair might come for them.


So they learned not to hope. They learned to accept the world as it was. They learned to reject change.


A life that flowed nowhere.


That was the way of life they had barely learned at the end of 《Chaos》.


For hundreds of years, they had lived that way. Now another despair, wearing the mask of hope, stood before Jegal Myeong and tempted the people.


What Jegal Myeong needed to do today was crush that sprout before it could grow into an even greater despair.


“Remember this, Fortress Lord. This world can no longer change. No one wants it to.”


Jegal Myeong’s unique weapon, the Seven-Colored Golden Fan, snapped open. At the same time, Jegal Myeong’s Eye of the Son of Heaven, a top-grade skill capable of reading all information about an enemy, glowed red.


[System Error! Unable to read User Information.]

[System Error! Unable to read User Information.]


“...What?”


Jegal Myeong was flustered.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


“Are you done talking now?”


“...Pardon?”


“Say one more word, and you’ll really die.”


Jaehwan’s Dokbul moved.


It was a clean movement without the slightest hesitation. Truly, it was a magnificent strike.


“Gah! Aaargh!”


Jegal Myeong began taking a one-sided beating from a sword whose shadow he could not even see.


“W-wait! Wait!”


When had he last been beaten like this? Was this how much the switch had hurt when his father beat him as the youngest child of the Jegal Family?


A strike that blamed neither his old despair nor his rash fear. A strike that forced nothing upon him and taught no lesson, yet made some deep place in his heart ache.


A terribly painful strike.


By the time he felt the sky spinning, it was already too late.


A dull pain pounded mercilessly against his stomach. Faced with that pure, overwhelming pain, the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall found himself absurdly impressed.


‘N-not at the level of a General or Warlord, but perhaps as strong as a Lieutenant General...’


Then the delayed pain proved itself through his mouth.


“Arrrgh!”


The Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall’s body flew into the sky.


* * *


Everyone in the stands went pale.


Their faces showed the cognitive dissonance of people unable to believe what they were seeing. Their common sense was breaking apart before that overwhelming might.


“Th-this is truly incredible! The Fortress Lord has defeated the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall with Stab!”


Only after hearing the announcer did the spectators realize that what they had witnessed was not an illusion.


The Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, who had been spinning through the air, crashed onto the stage headfirst.


As though that sound were a signal, cheers burst out from everywhere.


“Gorgon’s Fortress Lord is the best!”

“Waaaaaah!”


The technique Jaehwan had used was Spiral Kill, a technique he had created with Cheongheo some time ago.


Jaehwan and Cheongheo had argued over whether it should be called Spiral Stab or Spiral Slash, until Cayman stepped in and named it for them.


“Whether it is a stab or a slash, it is a technique that kills the enemy in the end. Why not add ‘Kill’ and call it Spiral Kill?”


Remembering Cayman, Jaehwan looked at the fallen Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.


There seemed to be differences in skill even among seventh-stage Adapters.


He had heard that Hall Master of South Sea Hall Cayman and Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall Jegal Myeong were both seventh-stage Adapters. Yet after fighting him, Jaehwan found the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall to be, at best, comparable to or slightly stronger than the Hall Masters of Thunder God Hall and Fire King Hall.


Below expectations, perhaps.


Cheongheo had told him that among the candidates of the 《Palace of Rebirth》 were people with greater martial prowess than Jaehwan himself. Beyond the 《Abyss》, there were apparently beings beyond the heavens themselves.


If the Ten Hall Masters, said to be Chaos’s strongest, were like this, perhaps he would be better off going alone.


Just as Jaehwan was about to put Dokbul away, Jegal Myeong slowly rose from the floor.


“...W-wait! It isn’t over yet!”


Jaehwan looked at Jegal Myeong and shook his head.


“That’s enough.”


Jegal Myeong’s expression turned miserable.


“...”


Jegal Myeong had talked from the moment the match began. The man before him had done nothing except beat him mercilessly and brand him with defeat.


It was an unbearably absurd and violent ending. Normally, he would never have considered a match like this a defeat. Normally, that was.


Jegal Myeong, Chaos’s greatest strategist, could not accept the feeling of defeat. He could not allow himself to accept it. The moment he did, the four hundred years he had lived would be denied in their entirety.


“Do you believe you defeated me?”


Jaehwan did not answer. It was not something that needed thought or an answer.


Then the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall said something unexpected.


“Fortress Lord, you are cowardly.”


“...Cowardly?”


“Do you remember the speech you announced yourself at the Advent Festival?”


Of course he remembered. He had said it himself.


Still, Jaehwan could not guess which part of that speech Jegal Myeong was trying to seize on.


“The deadline is one month. Whether you are from the Ten Halls or another Fortress, it does not matter. If anyone defeats me in a one-on-one match within a month, I will hand over the position of Fortress Lord to them... Is that not exactly what you said?”


“That’s right.”


Not a single word differed.


At that moment, Jaehwan realized what Jegal Myeong was after.


“You only said it would be a one-on-one match. You did not specify the kind of match.”


That was certainly true. It had not been a speech where he had paid attention to such details in the first place.


“So?”


“I did not come to challenge you to a martial contest.”


“Then?”


“I wish to face you in a one-on-one battle of strategy. You have already won once in a martial contest, so would it not be fair to compete in the manner I choose as well?”


It was a logical argument, yet there was something pathetic about it. It was like throwing cold water over the excitement that had finally risen.


Boos erupted from the stands.


“How shameless, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall!”

“If you lost, admit you lost!”


Cheongheo, seated at the very front of the stands, clicked his tongue.


“I knew that bastard would pull something like this.”


“I see. Such cowardice truly suits the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.”


Hall Master of Limitless Hall Shin Mugeuk nodded and continued.


“But if it is a contest of strategy, it will be difficult to decide a winner.”


“He will obviously want to play that game.”


“A game?”


“You know. The game he is best at.”


Cheongheo seemed to know this game, because he ground his teeth.


“It is the kind of game those strategist fools love most.”


“Ah, surely not?”


Shin Mugeuk seemed to have realized what it was as well.


“Still, it should be entertaining to watch.”


Soon after, the shouting among the crowd grew louder.


Jaehwan had accepted the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall’s proposal for a battle of strategy.


The moment Jaehwan agreed, changes began on the stage.


It was an advanced illusion technique. The surface of the stage flowed inward like quicksand, then mountain ranges rose throughout it, with hills scattered along either side of small streams.


Some areas were covered in fog, while others were clear. Grasslands stretched around the outside of the mountain range, and beyond them lay a desert.


It was an entire region reduced to a fixed scale.


Then a message floated gently into the air.


[Welcome to the world of Tactical Formation.]


Another message appeared only before Jaehwan.


[You are a beginner. Please check the manual above for the controls and rules of the game. Would you like to proceed?]


Jaehwan pressed the button labeled “Manual” and asked, “...What is this?”


Could this battle of strategy be a contest of tactical formations?


Jaehwan was slightly flustered. If so, it could not have been a worse move.


He began considering whether to cancel the contest of strategy and send Jegal Myeong flying right then.


Perhaps sensing that killing intent, Jegal Myeong began sweating and spoke quickly.


“It is called a formation, but simply put, it is a kind of game.”


With an awkward smile on his face, Jegal Myeong continued.


“To be exact, it is a game created by the dream demon Mars, one of the thirteen Masters. I heard Mars was inspired by a game popular in some World in the 《Peripheral Worlds》. The game is exceptionally well-made, so strategists in the 《Great Realm》 enjoy playing it as well...”


‘And it is also the game I am best at.’


Jegal Myeong did not say that last part aloud. There was no need to.


“Well, even if it is your first time, it is not a difficult game. You produce and manage your own forces, deploy them well, and fight. That is all there is to it.”


Jaehwan barely listened as he read the manual, giving an absentminded answer.


“Hmm. It is simpler than I expected.”


Jegal Myeong frowned at that composure.


‘Let’s see how long that arrogance lasts.’


In truth, the game was practically over already. Whether he knew the future that awaited him or not, Jaehwan’s gaze remained calm.


Looking at him, Jegal Myeong thought, Sorry, Fortress Lord, but the match is already decided. I have never lost a game of Tactical Formation.


Yet even clever Jegal Myeong did not know one thing. In truth, there was no way he could have known it.


How could Jegal Myeong have known the strange emotion in Jaehwan’s eyes as he read the manual?


‘It was inspired by a game from some World in the 《Peripheral Worlds》?’


Jaehwan’s lips twitched faintly. He thought he knew exactly which 《Peripheral Worlds》 World that was.


Jaehwan had never played Tactical Formation before. That was true.


At the same time, in another sense, it was not true.


Jaehwan had played tens of thousands of matches of a game exactly like this Tactical Formation.


To be precise, everyone from Jaehwan’s generation in his hometown had played that game thousands of times.


‘What exactly do these dream demons do? This is outright plagiarism.’


Tactical Formation.


It was a legendary game said to have been created by Mars of Play, one of the thirteen Masters, to improve the tactical and strategic training of the 《Great Realm》’ strategists.


Its main Scenario was a war caused by the conflict among three races. It was a strategy game where players gathered resources in real time, produced forces, and won by destroying every enemy structure.


Jaehwan already knew a game with exactly that system. In Jaehwan’s hometown, there was not a single person who did not know that game.


“Will this terrain be acceptable?”


“Whatever you want.”


Jaehwan’s eyes gleamed once more as he looked at the battlefield map Jegal Myeong had selected.


[Jegal Myeong has selected the ‘Lost Garden’ as the battlefield for Tactical Formation.]


Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, did not know the country where Jaehwan had been born and raised.


That was his greatest misfortune today.
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The outcome of what had seemed like it would be a long match was decided in an instant. The spectators could not hide their shock at the result no one had expected.


[You have been defeated!]


Scholar Forest Hall Master Jegal Myeong stared blankly at the message before his eyes.


“How, how could this possibly have happened...?”


Jegal Myeong could not understand what had happened to him. Just ten minutes earlier, he had been certain of victory.


Tactical Formation. A strategy game where the three races, humans, Deadmans, and Horned Beasts, built structures, trained troops, and invaded one another to determine the winner.


As soon as the game began, Jegal Myeong chose the Deadmans, a race with contaminated souls. They were powerful in the late game and could still make decisive plays in the early and mid-game. Jaehwan, on the other hand, had chosen humans.


Jegal Myeong had secretly laughed at Jaehwan’s choice. Humans were considered the weakest of the three races in Tactical Formation.


He must not know any better, being a beginner.


Yet Jegal Myeong could not have imagined that Jaehwan had a decisive reason for choosing humans.


If Jaehwan had not read the game manual, and if he had not deciphered the game’s system through Doubt, this match would never have happened in the first place. It was troublesome, and he could have ended things with a single Stab instead of wasting time on a battle of wits.


Still, once he realized which game Tactical Formation was based on, Jaehwan wanted to see it through.


So this game was based on...


It reminded him of his hometown.


For just a moment, Jaehwan was swept up in nostalgia for a distant past. There had once been a time when he lived an ordinary life.


Only the races and story had changed. The way individual units were controlled and the matchups between them were far too similar to a particular game from Earth.


For dream demons who called themselves Masters of the 《Great Realm》 to plagiarize a game from the lowly 《Peripheral Worlds》. Perhaps dream demons were completely different beings from what Jaehwan had always believed.


It had been thirty years. No wonder this was not easy.


Jaehwan controlled the farmers to gather resources and built barracks to train soldiers.


Since he was not using a mouse and keyboard, the controls were quite difficult. Tactical Formation had no control devices. Instead, players controlled each unit through Threads linked by spiritual power, which was unfamiliar to Jaehwan.


That was enough. He had no intention of dragging this out.


About five minutes into the match, when he judged the timing right, Jaehwan launched an aggressive attack. Surprisingly, his force consisted of only around fifteen farmers who had been gathering resources and two or three first-stage Adapters freshly trained from the barracks.


The spectators who knew anything about Tactical Formation were stunned by his unexpected move.


“What kind of attack is that?”


A soundproof barrier had been set up to prevent spectators from giving advice, so Jegal Myeong had no idea how the crowd was reacting. He was too busy controlling his workers and constructing various buildings.


Jegal Myeong’s strategy was simple.


Establish a solid foundation first, then crush the enemy with overwhelming numbers.


Thirty seconds later, his face went pale when he saw human farmers and first-stage Adapters charging into his home base.


The farmers, armed with sickles and pickaxes, were hacking his Deadman workers to death.


“W-What are you doing?!”


He had not even trained a proper army yet. Military strategy and tactics only meant something once a certain foundation had been established. Yet Jaehwan had chosen to destroy every bit of common sense Jegal Myeong knew.


Using farmers to attack?


That was not all.


Jaehwan began openly constructing buildings as if Jegal Myeong’s base were his own. They were defensive structures known as Watchtowers in Tactical Formation.


Using defensive structures offensively?


Jegal Myeong hurriedly trained small Deadmans and tried to stop the construction, but it was already too late.


The first-stage Adapters rushed over as soon as they were trained, climbed the Watchtowers, and began firing arrows. Unable to climb the towers, the small Deadmans gnawed at their bases with their teeth before suffering miserable soul extinction.


As time passed, the number of Watchtowers only grew.


When three Watchtowers had finally been erected inside Jegal Myeong’s home base, and the first-stage Adapters hiding within began shooting arrows into the Deadmans’ palace, Jegal Myeong realized he had lost.


“What kind of absurd strategy is this...?!”


Jaehwan gave a bitter smile as he watched Jegal Myeong’s stunned face.


Of course, the humans here would not know this strategy.


If someone used this strategy in the game Tactical Formation was based on, especially in a setting like this, they would be cursed to death. Koreans did not like games ending this quickly.


But things were different here.


“Uwoooooo!”


The result of the match appeared in the air, followed by the spectators’ cheers. Jegal Myeong’s face twisted with fury.


“How can this be allowed? Is it not proper etiquette to avoid trespassing on each other for the first ten minutes after a game begins?”

“Etiquette?”

“U-Usually, the proper approach is for each side to spend ten minutes building production structures and gathering resources...!”

“Is that in the rules?”


Jegal Myeong fell silent like someone with a mouthful of honey. Of course, there was no such rule.


“Then it does not matter.”


He had nothing to say.


What in the world was this man?


There was no denying his defeat. A man who strayed from every standard Jegal Myeong knew. A man beyond common sense and logic. A man whose limits could not be measured by any means.


I cannot beat him.


For the first time in his life, Jegal Myeong accepted defeat. Jegal Myeong, Chaos’s greatest strategist, had admitted for the first time that his wisdom was insufficient.


Oddly, once he accepted it, his heart felt lighter. As if he had spent the last four hundred years waiting for this moment.


“I lost.”


* * *


After the first match of the quarterfinals ended, there was a brief break.


Cheongheo and Shin Mugeuk, who had been in the audience, approached Jaehwan.


“You are a frightening one. As expected, you did not even break a sweat.”

“It was only one game. Why would I sweat?”

“When did you even learn Tactical Formation? I thought you only knew Stab, awake or asleep.”

“It is a game connected to the world where I lived.”


His tone made it clear he did not want to explain further.


Jaehwan’s gaze shifted to the Limitless Hall Master beside Cheongheo.


“You look pretty strong.”


Who in Chaos would dare refer to the Limitless Hall Master like that? Cheongheo found himself in a better mood and chuckled.


“Who do you think has the edge, me or him?”

“Who knows?”


Aside from Catastrophe, the Sole King, Cheongheo was the strongest being Jaehwan had met so far. Yet this old man was nearly Cheongheo’s equal.


“Want to fight?”

“You are quite violent for a first greeting.”


Cheongheo laughed at Shin Mugeuk, whose expression had stiffened.


“I told you. That brat does not respect old people, he attacks them.”


Jaehwan objected.


“The old people here are not weak and frail. They are all Elderly Warriors, so there is no need to go easy on them.”

“See? He never lets a single comment slide.”


Cheongheo grumbled on the surface, but there was warmth in his voice. Shin Mugeuk’s eyes changed subtly as he noticed it.


Since the Abyss Expedition had collapsed nine hundred years ago, Shin Mugeuk had never seen Cheongheo speak so happily.


The Abyss Expedition...


The Abyss Expedition was a term that carried painful memories for Shin Mugeuk, the Limitless Hall Master, as well. He, too, had been a member of the Abyss Expedition nine hundred years ago.


“Cheongheo.”

“What?”

“...It is nothing.”


Mulack, the dream demon who had led the expedition nine hundred years ago.


A being who had brought dreams and hope to 《Chaos》, only to remain as a symbol of despair.


Shin Mugeuk looked at Jaehwan and thought.


Could this man replace Mulack?


Nine hundred years ago, the expedition had obtained the Fruit entirely because of Mulack. Without his justice that never retreated, his dazzling wisdom, and his overwhelming Combat Power, they would not have even caught a glimpse of the Fruit.


Watching the previous match, Shin Mugeuk had been able to estimate Jaehwan’s level to some extent.


As the Scholar Forest Hall Master said, he was not a General or Warlord-class fighter, but he might be a Lieutenant General-class fighter.


Generals, Warlords, and Lieutenant Generals.


They were the ranks of Lords directly beneath the Twelve Great Lords who ruled the twelve zones. They might have been lower ranks in name, but even a Warlord-class fighter possessed power beyond the heavens.


They were monsters capable of crushing mountains with a single strike and raising tidal waves.


They only kept their fangs hidden because they served the Twelve Great Lords. In truth, they were Adapters who had already attained the status of a Lord.


They were beings who could leave the Legions of the Twelve Great Lords and establish Legions of their own.


They rarely died, so it was nearly impossible to find anyone above Warlord-class among the highest-ranked people waiting at the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


No, forget Warlords. Even a Lieutenant General-class fighter could destroy an entire Fortress with ease. The Ten Hall Masters of Chaos could join forces and still fail to defeat one of the 《Great Realm》’ Lieutenant Generals.


Yet the man before him could be compared to such a fighter.


In terms of potential alone, he may surpass Mulack.


As more years accumulated, a soul’s growth slowed and its way of thinking became rigid. Yet the man before him was still young.


On top of that, he had defeated the Scholar Forest Hall Master, considered the greatest strategist in 《Chaos》, in his own specialty. No one else could have done that.


But what about his character?


To be honest, Shin Mugeuk could not sense any upright sense of justice from the man before him. It showed in how he treated others and how he spoke. He was the complete opposite of Mulack, who had possessed a mature and benevolent nature.


And then there was this tremendous hatred.


The hatred Shin Mugeuk felt from the man was enough to send chills down his spine just from looking at him. An emotion that had gone beyond a mental image and become a physical form. What was more, that hatred was unwaveringly directed at this world.


Hatred that pointed at no one, and therefore pointed at everyone.


As Shin Mugeuk stared at the shape of that hatred, he felt a faint dizziness and saw the scenery around him distort. As Cheongheo’s friend, he knew exactly what that meant. Startled, Shin Mugeuk sent Cheongheo a Push.


[Is that friend of yours also an Awakened One?]

[You noticed rather late.]


Shin Mugeuk let out a low groan at Cheongheo’s reply.


[...Amazing. I never thought there would be another Awakened One in 《Chaos》 besides you.]

[Honestly, he cannot even be compared to an incomplete one like me.]


For the proud Cheongheo to say such a thing, Shin Mugeuk carefully examined Jaehwan again. Cheongheo continued.


[That brat is a complete Awakened One.]

[A complete Awakened One? Are you saying he crossed the wall of third-stage Awakening?]

[Yes.]


Shin Mugeuk’s expression changed when he heard that. It was not simply because Jaehwan’s level had shocked him.


Awakened Ones, especially those who had gone beyond the third stage, shared a common problem.


Cheongheo, who remained at second-stage Awakening, had not failed to break through to third-stage Awakening because he lacked training. It would be more accurate to say he had chosen not to break through.


[If he has gone beyond the third stage, there is a chance that man has already lost his humanity...]


At that moment, the host’s voice announced the opening of the quarterfinal match. After loosening up during the break, Jaehwan began walking toward the stage again. Cheongheo asked in confusion.


“Where are you going? It is not your turn.”

“I have to fight.”

“Fight?”

“I gave it some thought, and waiting through every quarterfinal match is a waste of time. If the remaining people fight each other, I think every match will take half a day.”


The people who had reached the quarterfinals were all similarly skilled. Aside from the eliminated Scholar Forest Hall Master, six participants remained, including Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, and Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master.


Jaehwan examined the remaining participants through Doubt.


The fairly strong ones are those three women.


Aside from Cayman and Yoon Yong, the only people worth watching were a veiled woman presumed to be the Goddess Hall Master, the woman in black stealth attire who had defeated Kang Hwang of Fire King Hall, and a woman with a long ponytail and a black chain-scythe wrapped around her waist.


There was also a woman who was the Goddess Hall’s Deputy Hall Master, but she was clearly a level below the other three.


Of them all, the one Jaehwan watched most closely was the woman with the chain-scythe.


She had advanced through a wild card. He did not know her identity, but she was hiding something that even Jaehwan could not read through Doubt.


Come to think of it, they are all women.


Perhaps that was what 《Chaos》 meant. A world where the strong ruled beyond the physical limits imposed by gender and aging. In some ways, this world was fairer than the Earth where he had lived.


Jaehwan glanced at Shin Mugeuk beside Cheongheo.


Though that old man is the one I want most right now.


Jaehwan lacked experience sparring with high-ranking Adapters, so he wanted to postpone every other match and fight Shin Mugeuk first. The aura he sensed from the Limitless Hall Master was that powerful.


Still, he could not browbeat someone who had not entered the tournament.


Then shall I wrap this up?


Without hesitation, Jaehwan climbed onto the stage. He approached the security Horn Lord who was rambling on about the second quarterfinal match, then snatched away the microphone.


“―Listen up, everyone.”


A stir ran through the audience at the Fortress Lord’s sudden intrusion.


“―I have seen enough of the participants’ abilities, and I know their levels well enough.”


The Fortress Lord of Gorgon always caused trouble whenever he was given a chance to speak. The reporters in the audience noticed something was coming and raised their voices.


“Hey, rookie, turn on your recording skill!”


The sound of shutters clicking rang out in succession. Judging by their outfits, they were likely reporters from 《Chaos This Month》. They were planning to turn Jaehwan’s statement into a major exclusive.


That was when the woman on the stage spoke.


“Wait a moment. What do you think you are doing?”


She was the Goddess Hall Master, who had been waiting at one side of the stage for her match.


The second quarterfinal match was originally meant to be between the Goddess Hall Master and the woman with the chain-scythe. Yet it seemed the sudden appearance of the Fortress Lord was about to cause trouble.


Jaehwan glanced at the Goddess Hall Master, then spoke again.


“―I am getting tired of watching fights, so I thought I would change the format of the tournament a little.”

“Wait a moment! Who gave you the right to do that?”

“―I did.”

“I have never heard anything so unfair.”

“―It is unfair. I admit that.”

“How do you intend to change the format when we have already reached the quarterfinals?”

“―I am eliminating the one-on-one rule.”


People doubted their ears.


No one could tell what he was thinking. Did he perhaps no longer want to give up the Fortress Lord’s seat?


After thinking for a moment, the Goddess Hall Master spoke.


“Are you suggesting a faction battle?”


If they intended to compete without one-on-one matches, a faction battle was the only option. Yet there were seven people left. The teams would not be balanced for a faction battle.


Jaehwan answered.


“―You could say it is something like that.”

“That will be difficult. There are problems with that format.”

“―What problems?”

“The problem of how to divide the teams. And...”


The Goddess Hall Master’s voice grew chilling as she trailed off.


“The problem of how to determine the winner.”


In other words, the question of who would become the Fortress Lord.


Even if one side won a faction battle, only one person could become Fortress Lord in the end. The only way to determine that one person would be through one-on-one matches.


“―You seem to have misunderstood me. I did not mean that we would divide into crude teams and continue the tournament.”

“Then what do you mean...?”

“―There will only be one team. The six of you, excluding me, will be one team.”


The Goddess Hall Master could not understand Jaehwan’s words. A faction battle with only one team? Then what would the Fortress Lord of Gorgon, who had no team, do?


“―I will be alone.”


At the cold voice that echoed through the air, goosebumps rose on the Goddess Hall Master’s arms. She had just understood what Jaehwan was trying to say.


“―I will fight all of you by myself.”
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“I promise. I will gladly hand over the position of Fortress Lord to whichever one of you defeats me first.”


The moment Jaehwan finished speaking, the reporters from 《Chaos This Month》 sprang into action.


A scoop! This was a scoop!


A fight between six powerhouses, including Hall Masters, and one Fortress Lord. A match that should have been impossible by any reasonable standard was about to unfold.


How could anyone be more wildly arrogant than this?


For the people of 《Chaos》, starved for a story, it was irresistible.


A roar louder than every cheer so far combined erupted from the stands. Even so, there were also those who voiced concern over his actions.


“That Fortress Lord is far too hasty!”


No matter how extraordinary Gorgon’s new Fortress Lord’s martial prowess was, could he really face all six quarterfinalists at once?


If someone appeared who could defeat them all alone, then 《Chaos》 would witness the birth of an unprecedented powerhouse. The appearance of such a figure would mean a tectonic shift in Chaos.


This was a chance to confirm the prowess of the Fortress Lord who had declared he would form the 「Abyss Expedition」. The people began to grow excited.


It was exactly the scene Jaehwan had intended.


There was a reason Jaehwan was putting on this troublesome show, even at the cost of provoking the Ten Hall Masters and drawing the audience’s attention.


What Jaehwan needed now was people’s trust.


And during his time leading 《Carpe Diem》 in the Tower of Nightmares, Jaehwan had picked up a bit of know-how for situations like this.


Great trust depended on the depth of a relationship, and the depth of a relationship was built through accumulated time. But what if there was no time to accumulate? How was trust supposed to be built then? In times like that, the answer was overwhelming ability.


Ordinary ability would not do.

Only “overwhelming ability.”


Power great enough to draw awe from those watching. If he could put on that kind of display, then the depth of trust lost to a lack of time could be replaced by blind anticipation.

And a fight against all the quarterfinalists was the perfect battlefield for producing exactly that kind of spectacle.


The woman with the chain-scythe, standing on one side of the stage, burst into delighted laughter.


“Ahahaha! I was wondering what this was, and wow.”


She was the woman Jaehwan had been unable to read even with 「Doubt」 earlier. At her laughter, Jaehwan naturally heightened his senses.


Until now, the only people whose level he had been unable to gauge with 「Doubt」 were powerhouses at Cheongheo’s level or above. Which meant that chain-scythe woman also had to be at least on Cheongheo’s level.

She was the one he needed to watch most carefully. Wearing a catlike smile, the chain-scythe woman continued.


“I knew something interesting was going to happen.”


The chain-scythe woman walked straight toward Jaehwan, step by step. There was not a trace of hesitation or faltering in her gait, and everyone in the audience tensed.

The woman stopped right in front of Jaehwan. It was a perilously close distance, close enough that their lips might touch if either moved any nearer.


“You really are exactly my type. It would be such a waste to kill you now.”


Jaehwan did not shove her away. He could not sense even the slightest killing intent from her.

The chain-scythe woman whispered by his ear, as though breathing sweetness against it.


“So I’ll leave it at this, for now.”

“You’re giving up?”

“Yeah.”


It was unexpected. The position of Fortress Lord was right in front of her, and the numbers were overwhelmingly in her favor, yet she was declaring that she would withdraw. Flustered, the host hurriedly grabbed a backup microphone.


“One of the quarterfinalists has suddenly declared a withdrawal! Is the position of Fortress Lord really that unappealing?”


The chain-scythe woman merely shrugged, as though the position of Fortress Lord was not all that important to her.


“I just don’t want to get dragged into something even more troublesome. And......”


Her final words could not be heard. But Jaehwan did not miss the shape of her lips.


Her lips clearly formed the following sentence.


Because “that” will appear soon.


Unfortunately, Jaehwan had no time to dwell on the woman’s words for long. With the chain-scythe woman’s declaration of withdrawal, strange movements began to ripple through the arena.

The first to move was Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall.


“Ahem. Fortress Lord, I too will withdraw at this point. Fairness aside, I do not think I have any means of standing against you at my current level.”


He had already experienced being sent spinning through the air by Jaehwan. There was no reason he would want to suffer that humiliation a second time. Besides, he had already advanced to the quarterfinals as promised, so he had already met Jaehwan’s standard for passing.

But this was not what Jaehwan wanted.


......The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall is a sly one.


Without making a miserable spectacle of himself, he had chosen a course that let him secure practical gains with only a small concession.

Even if he came under Jaehwan, he had no intention of offering up his reputation as a sacrifice.

But then a completely unexpected figure also expressed an intention to concede.


“I readily admit that my abilities do not reach even the Fortress Lord’s feet. I place deep trust in the Fortress Lord’s confidence, and I will accept defeat here.”


It was Cayman, the Hall Master of South Sea Hall, who had also been one of the quarterfinalists. The crowd began to murmur.


“That South Sea Hall Master surrendered?”

“No way.”


Among the Ten Hall Masters of Chaos, Cayman was known for his uniquely bold and righteous temperament. At the same time, it was also widely known that he was a born competitor.

And yet Cayman was admitting defeat without even fighting?

Jaehwan quietly furrowed his brow.


This is troublesome.


He had thought Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, might do something like this, but to think even Cayman, the Hall Master of South Sea Hall, would respond this way.

Their eyes met, and Cayman gave him a quiet bow.


It does not seem like he did it for the same reason as the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall......


In Cayman’s case, unlike the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, it felt as if Cayman was stepping back because he thought this match was unfair.

But regardless of the reason behind it, this was not the outcome Jaehwan had intended.


“Something’s weird here. Isn’t this rigged?”


Someone in the audience voiced suspicion about what was happening. It was exactly the situation Jaehwan had been worried about. But for the audience, who did not know that Yoon Yong and Cayman had already fought Jaehwan before, it was a natural reaction.

After three people declared surrender in succession, only three remained. The Hall Master of Goddess Hall, the Deputy Hall Master, and the woman in night-traveling clothes who had defeated Kang Hwang.

Jaehwan thought, At this rate, even if I make those three submit, it still will not make for a satisfying picture.

Then what now......?


“That’s unfortunate, Fortress Lord. Things did not unfold the way you hoped.”


The one who spoke with a faintly mocking edge was Ja Geukryeong, the Hall Master of Goddess Hall. Jaehwan shrugged and said,


“Well, if nothing else, the three of you can come at me.”

“......You truly do take arrogance to the extreme. It seems the others stepped aside out of consideration for your dignity as Fortress Lord.”


Ja Geukryeong’s voice carried a faint note of anger.


[Hall Master, let’s use this chance to show him his place.]


The Deputy Hall Master of Goddess Hall, dressed in violet robes, sent a Push. She had disliked this situation from the beginning.


[No matter how strong he is, there’s no way he can approve us.]


As a sixth-stage Adapter, the Deputy Hall Master lacked the eye to properly judge Jaehwan’s strength. But perhaps even if she had possessed the right eye for it, she would still have reacted exactly the same way now.


[Restrain yourself, Deputy Hall Master.]


Ja Geukryeong, the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, shook her head.


[You know it too, don’t you? We did not come here to fight the Fortress Lord in the first place.]

[That may be true, but......]


Jaehwan, overhearing the exchange, took on an interested expression. 「Doubt」 really was useful at times like this.


They had not come here to fight.

Then what was their objective?


Then the Hall Master of Goddess Hall began speaking to the woman in night-traveling clothes who had defeated Kang Hwang. From the sound of it, they seemed to have spoken beforehand.


[What will you do, Commander Hye-yeong?]

[I think I’ll watch a little longer.]


The woman in night-traveling clothes called Hye-yeong replied.

The Hall Master of Goddess Hall asked again.


[Who could be behind the Geumcheon Hall Master for the Lord of Steel to have made a move?]

[As I believe I told you before, I cannot tell you that much. Hall Master, do not try to involve yourself too deeply in this matter. You need only carry out the task we asked of you.]


A voice that felt disciplined even in stillness.

The Hall Master of Goddess Hall answered, sounding slightly wounded in her pride.


[......All right. What is it that I must do?]

[We want to know the Fortress Lord’s character.]


Character? It was far too vague a word. What could even be defined as character in the first place? A person’s flexibility? Their way of thinking? The way they treated others? The ideas or ambitions they held? Once one started listing them, it became a word so broad it had no end.

Yet the Hall Master of Goddess Hall instantly pierced through the intent at the core of that broadness.


[You mean to judge how useful he is as a game piece.]

[The Lord will never take the Hall Master of Goddess Hall’s help lightly.]

[And if the Fortress Lord of Gorgon is not someone who meets your conditions, what do you plan to do then?]


Silence followed for a moment.

Commander Hye-yeong seemed to think something over again and again, then looked at the Hall Master of Goddess Hall and spoke.


[Then we would have to choose someone new. I trust in your wisdom, Hall Master.]


It was a clear and composed voice, as if she had read the Hall Master of Goddess Hall’s thoughts hidden behind the veil. The Hall Master of Goddess Hall nodded.


[Understood.]


The Push ended, and the three women, including the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, turned to look toward Jaehwan. Jaehwan looked back at them. The first to speak was Ja Geukryeong.


“Fortress Lord of Gorgon, we have no intention of fighting you.”

“Is this a declaration of surrender?”

“I think that expression is incorrect. Having no intention of fighting and waving a white flag are two different things.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said this before, Fortress Lord. ‘Anyone who loses to me in a one-on-one fight must become a member of the 「Abyss Expedition」.’”


Something about this felt familiar. Jaehwan asked in a slightly irritated tone.


“Don’t tell me you’re going to pick at the phrase ‘one-on-one fight’ the way the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall did. Are you saying you want to settle this through something other than a Combat Power contest?”

“No, that is not what I’m trying to say.”

“Then what?”


Jaehwan could sense the Hall Master of Goddess Hall smiling quietly behind her veil.


“We will not lose to you.”

“What do you mean?”


She had not said, “We have not lost.” She had said, “We will not lose.”

It was not a dry present-tense statement, but words that carried a clear will toward the future.

The Hall Master of Goddess Hall continued in an unhurried voice.


“We are saying that we will voluntarily join the 「Abyss Expedition」 now.”


* * *


At that same time, a Messenger Hawk arrived at the office in Gorgon Inner Keep. A Messenger Hawk with a large body and splendid feathers. When no one came to receive the message for some time, the Messenger Hawk let out a harsh cry.


“Who, in the middle of all this......? Hm?”


The moment Yulhen saw the Messenger Hawk’s feathers, Yulhen’s face changed. Blue Messenger Hawks were used only for urgent news where every second counted.


[Fortress Lord of Dryad, Aisa Lindcroft]


The Messenger Hawk had come from the Fortress Lord of the southern fortress.

A moment later, Yulhen exclaimed, “Good heavens.”


Yulhen’s hand trembled ominously as Yulhen read the contents of the message. Yulhen’s startled gaze turned toward the window. Gorgon’s southern sky came into view.

Dark clouds hung across the heavens.

It could not yet be seen or touched, but something was approaching at a speed that was all too clear and certain.

An evil vast enough to exterminate an entire world.


The Legion of Despair born from 《Chaos》 was surging toward Gorgon Fortress.
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They were volunteering to join the 「Abyss Expedition」 now?


Jaehwan could not make sense of their intentions.


“What are you plotting?”

“...Plotting?”


It was the Goddess Hall Master who tilted her head, as if she did not understand what he meant.


“Does one need an ulterior motive to join a journey meant to restore life to the people of 《Chaos》?”


Voices of agreement rose from all over the stands. The Goddess Hall Master’s words had touched a vulnerable part of the audience’s hearts.


Not everyone reacted that way, of course.


“What exactly are you trying to say, Goddess Hall Master?”

“The match is not over yet. Draw your sword already!”


Those were the voices of people who cared less about lofty ideals and more about seeing the match before them.


Jaehwan shrugged and looked at the Goddess Hall Master.


Her expression remained calm.


“It seems the Fortress Lord has forgotten this tournament’s first purpose.”

“Original purpose?”

“Yes.”


In truth, she was not speaking to Jaehwan alone.


“Since we have come this far, let us speak openly. From the beginning, you had no intention of handing over the Fortress Lord’s position to any of us. Is that not right?”

“...”

“Because this tournament was never meant to select Gorgon’s new Fortress Lord. It was held to recruit members for the 「Abyss Expedition」.”


A faint murmur spread through the stands.


The Goddess Hall Master did not let the opportunity pass.


“Honestly, I was impressed by your method, Fortress Lord. Since the 「Abyss Expedition」 failed nine hundred years ago, no one has planned anything this grand. To push forward with this while risking your own life... I cannot help but praise your ability to act.”


The Goddess Hall Master turned in a slow circle. With her back to Jaehwan, she faced the audience.


“That is why I am proud to stand here with all of you. I am sure everyone in these stands feels the same.”


Her voice had been enhanced by the Sound Amplification skill. She wanted the entire audience to hear this conversation. Tens of thousands of powerful beings from Chaos focused on her.


“If this tournament had simply been held to choose a new Fortress Lord, so many people would never have gathered here. The proof is all those seated in the stands despite being more than qualified to participate.”


The Goddess Hall Master’s gaze briefly rested on Shin Mugeuk and Cheongheo.


“You did not come here simply because you were curious about the Fortress Lord’s position.”


At that moment, as if she had been waiting for it, the Goddess Hall Master tore off her veil.


The audience gasped when they saw her face.


Her gaze moved slowly from the left side of the stands to the right.


Heads swayed throughout the audience like waves. Everyone who met her eyes hurriedly lowered their head.


It was a gaze that saw through the depths of a person’s heart and made them reflect on the most righteous part of themselves.


It was the power of Goddess Hall Master Ja Geukryeong’s top-grade skill.


「Eyes of Justice」


The Goddess Hall Master spoke again, her voice carrying a strange, entrancing quality.


“I want to hear your honest thoughts. What words brought you here? 「Gorgon’s New Fortress Lord」, or 「Abyss Expedition」?”


Her clear voice wrapped around the question as it knocked deep within each person’s heart.


One by one, the expressions in the audience changed.


Perhaps they had realized it.


This had been a question with an answer from the start.


Unlike the Goddess Hall Master’s words, some in the audience were drifters, while others had come only to watch a thrilling match.


Yet the moment she asked her question, the audience began to think that their separate reasons for coming here were converging into one great ideal.


It was what Chaos had desired for so long but never achieved. A goal everyone yearned for, yet no one had dared to reach.


The Goddess Hall Master opened her mouth.


“I want to believe that 《Chaos》 has not yet forgotten romance.”


That was the final nail.


The last romance dreamed of by everyone living in 《Chaos》.


Someone in the audience murmured as though reciting a poem.


“The Abyss Expedition...”


The scattered whispers began to form distinct voices.


“The Goddess Hall Master is right.”

“What we truly wanted to see was...!”


Her supporters began appearing throughout the stands.


An old man spoke.


“I agree with the Goddess Hall Master. I did not travel all the way to this distant north merely to watch a brawl.”


His voice was filled with spiritual power strong enough to reach the entire audience.


The crowd whispered after realizing who he was.


“It is the Gentleman Sword!”


Han Myeonggwan, the Gentleman Sword of the Great Sea Zone.


An independent wanderer said to possess Combat Power equal to the Ten Hall Masters, he was also an old man respected by all for his gentle nature. That was the kind of person Han Myeonggwan, the Gentleman Sword, was.


Yet Jaehwan did not miss the exchange of glances between the Gentleman Sword and the Goddess Hall Master.


...They are working together.


The Goddess Hall Master responded to the Gentleman Sword’s words.


“What we must do now is not pointless ‘internal conflict,’ but ‘unity’ for our true goal. With that in mind, I ask Gorgon’s Fortress Lord to end this tournament immediately.”


That was what the Goddess Hall Master had truly been aiming for.


“Because the tournament has already achieved its purpose. Tens of thousands of souls willing to risk their lives for the 「Abyss Expedition」 have gathered here.”


The initiative had now completely passed to the Goddess Hall Master.


She praised Jaehwan’s intentions in holding the tournament, then boldly pointed out and crushed the needless turmoil caused along the way. She was close to claiming the tournament’s result, the 「Abyss Expedition」, as though it were her own achievement.


A clear light rippled through the Goddess Hall Master’s irises.


“But everyone, it is too soon to celebrate. We still have an important issue to resolve.”


Someone in the audience asked, “What is it?”


The Goddess Hall Master opened her mouth as if she had been waiting.


“The question of who will become the Expedition Commander.”


Cheongheo, who had listened until then, frowned.


“That girl is working her schemes.”


The Limitless Hall Master beside him nodded in agreement.


“She has even layered the top-grade rhetoric skills 「Subtle Deception」 and 「Deceive the World and Delude the People」...”


They were top-grade rhetoric skills that covered weak grounds and logical leaps with acrobatics of tone and delivery. The Goddess Hall Master’s voice had carried the power of such skills from the very beginning.


Only Adapters of the seventh stage or higher, those stronger than her, had not fallen for her rhetoric.


Then someone in the audience spoke.


It was Han Myeonggwan, the Gentleman Sword, who had spoken earlier.


“Then who does the Goddess Hall Master believe is best suited to become the Expedition Commander?”

“I would like Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, who has driven all this forward, to take the position.”


The audience let out cries of admiration.


With the trust of the audience fully behind her, no one could have faulted her if she had claimed the position of Expedition Commander for herself.


Yet the Goddess Hall Master willingly set aside her own ambition and yielded the position to Gorgon’s Fortress Lord.


“This old man objects.”


It was Han Myeonggwan, the Gentleman Sword, who spoke.


“I cannot trust the Fortress Lord.”


The people around the Gentleman Sword protested.


Ja Geukryeong restrained the audience and asked, “Why would you say that? Gorgon’s Fortress Lord is more than qualified to lead the expedition.”

“Of course, this old man agrees with that to some degree.”


Han Myeonggwan continued.


“His Combat Power surpasses the Ten Hall Masters, and his strategic ability exceeds that of the Scholar Forest Hall Master. Looking through all of 《Chaos》’s history, it would be difficult to find another talent like Gorgon’s current Fortress Lord.”


It was praise too lavish to heap upon one person.


“Then why do you object, Gentleman Sword?”

“Because the position of Expedition Commander cannot be carried out through outstanding Combat Power and strategic ability alone.”


The murmuring audience fell silent.


It was Han Myeonggwan, the Gentleman Sword, speaking.


He had not joined the 「Abyss Expedition」 nine hundred years ago, but he was one of the few souls who had personally witnessed its founding.


The Goddess Hall Master smiled gently.


“Then what else do you believe an Expedition Commander needs?”

“Character.”


There was not a moment of hesitation in his reply.


“If Combat Power is lacking, a strong general can provide it. If wisdom is lacking, a strategist can supply it. Character is different. The capacity to embrace countless members. I believe that is what an Expedition Commander needs above all else.”

“Are you saying Gorgon’s Fortress Lord lacks the character required to lead the expedition?”


At the direct question, everyone’s eyes turned to the Gentleman Sword.


Yet instead of answering it head-on, Han Myeonggwan cleverly redirected the conversation.


“This old man heard several rumors about Gorgon’s Fortress Lord while traveling here.”

“Rumors? What kind of rumors?”

“I heard that Gorgon’s Fortress Lord has lived for only fifty years, and that he has been in 《Chaos》 for barely a month.”


The stands stirred.


The audience had already heard those rumors.


The Goddess Hall Master asked Jaehwan in the Gentleman Sword’s place.


“Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, is that true?”

“It is not wrong.”


Jaehwan answered without hesitation.


At once, a great wave of unrest swept through the audience. Confusion soon hardened into clear words.


“Huh, that is a problem.”

“We cannot entrust the expedition to a child who has not even lived fifty years...”


A quiet hostility spread through the stands.


Jaehwan’s age, far too young by Chaos’s standards, had become a shackle around his ankle.


The Goddess Hall Master spoke.


“Gentleman Sword, your argument has some merit. In most cases, a short life does not guarantee deep wisdom. But...”


Han Myeonggwan nodded.


The Goddess Hall Master continued.


“It is rude to diminish his character over something as trivial as ‘time.’ We do not know what kind of fifty years Gorgon’s Fortress Lord has lived through.”


This scam had become massive.


Words praising the Goddess Hall Master’s character once again spread through the audience.


Han Myeonggwan said, “I agree with the Goddess Hall Master. Yet this old man still believes Gorgon’s Fortress Lord needs to be tested.”

“A test? Well, who could possibly judge a person’s character, and how?”

“I believe the Goddess Hall Master can take on that task.”

“Me? How?”

“What if you hold a Question of Justice with the Fortress Lord?”


Justice Questions and Answers.


There were few in 《Chaos》 who did not know of Goddess Hall Master Ja Geukryeong’s Question of Justice.


High-stage Adapters in 《Chaos》 often deliberately requested a Question of Justice from the Goddess Hall Master to fill the Enlightenment Points needed to advance to the next adaptation stage.


Her Question of Justice cast Adapters into a Mind Demon state, but those who overcame it received immense amounts of Enlightenment Points.


Someone in the audience shouted.


“Of course! A Question of Justice may be enough to judge his character!”

“Hold a Question of Justice already!”


As a few people began stirring up the crowd, the mood of the audience began shifting in that direction.


The Goddess Hall Master spoke as if she had no choice.


“Really, I suppose there is no helping it. If that is what all of you want...”


The Goddess Hall Master gave a faint smile and turned toward Jaehwan.


“But we have gone on talking among ourselves without even asking what the Fortress Lord wants. I apologize, Fortress Lord. What do you think? Are you willing to take the position of Expedition Commander?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Instead, he silently looked up at the sky.


Dark clouds approaching from afar reflected in Jaehwan’s clear retinas. A faint, ominous air drifted through the distance.


Jaehwan had experienced a similar presence before.


Cheongheo, who had been watching Jaehwan from afar, let out a low groan.


“That girl has completely played you. What are you going to do now, kid?”


Before anyone knew it, things had reached this point.


If Jaehwan drew his sword as usual and cut them all down, the 「Abyss Expedition」 would be completely ruined. No one would want to follow an Expedition Commander who stabbed all of his subordinates to death.


If he agreed to Ja Geukryeong’s proposal, however, Jaehwan would have no choice but to undergo a test of character.


How much time passed?


At last, Jaehwan opened his mouth.
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“Fine.”


“Does that mean you will accept the Question of Justice?”


The Goddess Hall Master’s eyes gleamed. She looked as though she had caught him. Jaehwan nodded.


“What do I have to do?”


“It’s simple. You only need to answer my questions.”


The Goddess Hall Master continued with a smile.


“Everyone, would you please close your eyes for a moment?”


Jaehwan and all the spectators closed their eyes.


In the darkness, he felt the scenery around them change. A cold chill swept through the air.


The Question of Justice had begun.


When Jaehwan opened his eyes, he found himself standing atop a vast ocean. More precisely, the entire arena had become a sea.


Another illusion?


The spectators gasped in amazement.


The Goddess Hall Master’s voice rang out.


“The setting for this Question of Justice is the Great Sea Zone, where I live. As you know, the waters outside Dryad are all treacherous seas like this. Ships are often wrecked here, as you can see.”


Towering waves and dense reefs surrounded them. At the center of the stage was an already-wrecked ship. Its human passengers had fallen into the sea and were desperately flailing.


“Sa-save me!”


Sadly, most of the passengers soon ran out of breath and suffered soul extinction in the freezing waters of the Great Sea Zone. The scene was far too vivid to dismiss as an illusion, and the spectators shuddered.


A rescue boat appeared shortly afterward. It could carry ten people and picked up survivors one by one. After some time, it had managed to take aboard most of them.


But there was a problem.


“What do we do? There’s one more person we have to take aboard.”


The rescue boat only held ten.


And one person was still left behind.


The sailors shouted.


“But if we take them aboard, the boat will sink!”


“We have to leave them behind. The people who can live have to live!”


When Jaehwan suddenly came to his senses, he realized he had become the captain of the rescue boat. One of the sailors clung to him.


“Captain! You need to decide now!”


Jaehwan’s lips parted, then closed.


So this was the Question of Justice.


He could see the Goddess Hall Master smiling faintly.


Choices slowly appeared before him.


+


1. “The people who can live have to live! We abandon one person!”


2. “We cannot abandon anyone! Even if the boat sinks, we take them aboard!”


+


Strictly speaking, Questions of Justice had no answers. Every choice required giving something up.


If Jaehwan chose the first option, someone would condemn his coldness. If he chose the second, someone would condemn his judgment.


No matter which choice he made, his qualifications as expedition commander would come under attack.


It had been a cleverly prepared trap from the start.


“Fortress Lord of Gorgon, what will you do?”


Jaehwan silently studied the choices before opening his mouth.


“I’ll choose number three.”


“...What? There is no such option.”


Jaehwan shook his head and repeated himself.


“Number three. No one dies, and the boat doesn’t sink.”


The Goddess Hall Master’s expression changed.


Unlike most Questions of Justice, which had no correct answer, this one did have a clear answer.


A hidden third option truly existed.


It was an option that would only appear once someone found the solution on their own.


+


3. “No one can be abandoned. Rescue them, then take turns entering the water one at a time! We endure until another rescue team arrives!”


+


It was the only choice that preserved the humanity needed to save everyone without sacrificing the judgment needed to do so.


The Goddess Hall Master had planned to reveal this answer after Jaehwan chose option one or two, undermining his competence. That alone would have naturally turned public opinion in her favor.


But her plan was falling apart.


He found option three?


The Goddess Hall Master concealed her trembling and asked.


“Let’s hear it, then. What exactly is this third option you chose?”


Jaehwan said, “Those people are dying because the sea exists, right?”


“...I suppose so?”


“Then split the sea.”


The Goddess Hall Master looked as though she had been struck in the head.


...What was this human talking about?


He should have given a serious answer, yet he was spouting such nonsense. Had he panicked and lost his judgment?


Then Jaehwan’s Dokbul moved.


“Wait, what are you doing?”


An overwhelming wind pressure gathered at Jaehwan’s fingertips, and a flash-like Stab burst forth.


An incredible sight followed.


The sea created by the Question of Justice illusion split apart amid a massive storm.


“The sea is splitting!”


“My god, how could such a miracle...?”


“W-we’re saved! Thank you, Captain!”


The passengers of the rescue boat wept as they embraced Jaehwan.


[An error has occurred in the System!]

[The Question of Justice is ending.]


The illusory world of the Question of Justice collapsed, and the arena returned to normal.


The spectators stared blankly at what had happened.


The Goddess Hall Master, her hair blown into disarray by Jaehwan’s Stab, shouted.


“What do you think you’re doing, Fortress Lord?”


The enraged Goddess Hall Master and the members of Goddess Hall drew their weapons.


Yet Jaehwan’s expression was strange.


“Enough playing around.”


Goddess Hall Master Ja Geukryeong flinched. She sensed an ominous force in Jaehwan’s words.


A broadcast erupted from Gorgon Inner Keep.


[This is an announcement from Gorgon Inner Keep! This is an announcement from Gorgon Inner Keep!]

[Effective immediately, all events being held in the Outer Fortress are canceled, and the fortress gates will be sealed!]

[‘Gorgon One’ has been declared throughout Gorgon!]

[All residents, please evacuate quickly to the northern streets.]


Gorgon One was the highest emergency alert issued by Gorgon Fortress. It was declared when the Fortress’s very survival was in danger.


Murmurs spread through the audience.


Voices mixed with anxiety, impatience, and curiosity.


“What’s happening?”


“They say Deadmans have appeared.”


“Deadmans?”


The stands were being swallowed by chaos and madness.


At the center of the pandemonium, Yulhen’s Push pierced Jaehwan’s ear.


[Fortress Lord, please come to the southern gate immediately.]


Without a word, Jaehwan flew toward the southern gate.


The Ten Hall Masters and other powerful figures, having realized something was wrong, also moved after him.


A short while later, the powerful figures representing 《Chaos》 stood atop the southern fortress wall.


They all saw the same sight.


They all felt the same thing.


And they forgot how to speak.


The southern Forest Zone had turned black.


Whenever the writhing Deadmans moved, everything with a soul was destroyed. Horned Beasts howling throughout the Forest Zone were swallowed by the army of Deadmans and vanished without a trace.


It was like a black tidal wave rolling over the forest.


The Fortress’s outer wall shrieked as the tide crashed against it.


Amid that unnatural scene, Goddess Hall Master Ja Geukryeong realized anew that she was inside a fortress.


Ah...


These towering walls had not been built to fight Horned Beasts.


The cause behind their construction stood at the center of that black tide.


“Mugeuk, are you there?”


“I am.”


Shin Mugeuk answered Cheongheo.


“It reminds me of nine hundred years ago. Doesn’t it?”


“When we went to the Palace of the Dead?”


“Yes.”


Shin Mugeuk recalled the expedition from nine hundred years ago.


Those who had joined the Abyss Expedition had already seen a sight like this once, nine hundred years earlier.


“...Why is Magritte Who Walks Backward here?”


The cause behind the construction of those towering walls.


Magritte Who Walks Backward, one of the Three Great Deadmans.


A name of calamity that filled all of 《Chaos》 with fear.


Cheongheo recalled the Sole King Catastrophe descending upon the Inner Fortress not long ago.


Deadmans had a habit of calling other Deadmans.


Small Deadmans gathered where medium Deadmans appeared. Medium Deadmans gathered where large Deadmans appeared.


And Catastrophe, called the King of the Deadmans, had appeared in Gorgon Inner Keep.


“We may die here today.”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong spoke in a trembling voice.


“Heh heh, how did you plan to join the Abyss Expedition if you can’t even handle that?”


“Hall Master of Fire King Hall, your legs are trembling too.”


“Shut up.”


Cheongheo snorted as he listened to them.


Neither the Thunder God Hall Master nor the Hall Master of Fire King Hall had even been born nine hundred years ago. Yet now, they were the leading figures of 《Chaos》.


Some traded silly jokes to overcome their fear. Others stared solemnly ahead.


Cheongheo looked at each of their faces, overcome with emotion.


To think he would see this sight once more before dying.


Limitless, South Sea, Scholar Forest, Goddess, Fire King, and Thunder God.


Six of the Ten Halls of Chaos had gathered here.


Before them stood an army of small and medium Deadmans that easily numbered in the tens of thousands.


That was not all.


There were more than ten large Deadmans, each comparable to a seventh-stage Adapter. Behind them stood Magritte Who Walks Backward, a Colossal Deadman.


Unable to withstand Magritte’s presence, several powerful figures let go of the wall and flew north. Among them was Han Myeonggwan, praised as the Gentleman Sword.


They knew.


This battle could not be won.


Gorgon Fortress was about to fall.


Some would die, and some would barely survive.


The moment they faced Magritte, Chaos’s powerful figures chose their own Questions of Justice. Cheongheo could not stop them.


How could he condemn those who chose their own lives?


Magritte Who Walks Backward was approaching.


Black streams of rain surged from the ground and flew toward the sky. Gravity twisted, sending the people ahead floating into the air as their vision inverted.


The authority of the Colossal Deadman Magritte, Surrealism, had manifested.


The Adapters who had been moving their lips and the Ten Hall Masters who had steeled themselves all curled up at once.


They looked like frightened fetuses.


No one could raise a weapon toward the army of Deadmans now before them.


It was a terror so overwhelming that they could not even lift their heads.


Several powerful figures turned to dust beneath the black beam Magritte fired from its mouth.


Han Myeonggwan, the fleeing Gentleman Sword, was among them.


Powerless.


They were utterly powerless.


A world where every choice was useless.


What Question of Justice could anyone ask in such a world?


What answer could they find, what hope could they seek, in a world without choices to begin with?


Then, through the corners of the crouching people’s eyes, a single sword entered their view.


It was black and long, a terribly lonely and solitary sword.


The sword passed indifferently by the people collapsed on the ground and approached the army of Deadmans without hesitation.


The Goddess Hall Master barely managed to raise her head amid that crushing fear, and she happened to see it.


No...


In a world where her five senses had twisted, she forced out her voice.


But no sound came.


She had to stop him, but she could not.


A black tidal wave towering high into the sky rushed at the man.


The Goddess Hall Master shut her eyes tight without realizing it.


When she opened them again, Goddess Hall Master Ja Geukryeong saw a sight she would never forget for the rest of her life.


The black tidal wave was splitting white.


A single streak of light cut through the tidal wave, carving out a path.


Surrealism was collapsing.


Her twisted senses returned, and gravity found its proper place.


That terrifying Deadman, Magritte Who Walks Backward, was screaming horribly.


“Then split the sea.”


Jaehwan’s answer lingered in the mind of the Goddess Hall Master, who sat dazed on the ground.


She was not the only one.


Everyone there felt the same way.


The South Sea Hall Master, the Scholar Forest Hall Master, the Thunder God Hall Master, and the Hall Master of Fire King Hall.


They all realized the same thing at that moment.


That was the impossible answer to this impossible world.


Someone trembled. Someone groaned.


Then someone spoke in a voice that somehow sounded nostalgic.


“It makes no sense.”


Shin Mugeuk, Hall Master of Limitless Hall, said it as he endured Magritte’s Spiritual Pressure with his sword planted in the ground.


Someone answered.


“It doesn’t.”


“It is absurdly reckless.”


“Reckless, yes.”


Cheongheo smiled.


“Because it is reckless, it is an answer of boundless purity.”


An answer everyone knew, yet could not choose.


An answer that had been dismissed as wrong because people had been buried beneath the monster called reality.


Cheongheo looked at the man’s back as he alone carved a path through the pitch-black sea and said,


“I will protect that recklessness.”


Cheongheo drew his sword and walked toward the divided black tidal wave.


“...I see.”


Mugeuk knew.


That path was an impossible path.


If he was lured in by the immediate miracle, he would never be able to return.


Even so, Mugeuk answered.


“Then I will join you.”


The sword of the Limitless Hall Master let out a fierce roar. The mighty spiritual power of the blue heavens flowed into his sword, and the tidal wave of Deadmans was torn apart by azure sword force.


But the endlessly advancing Deadmans were filling the path through the divided sea again.


Then there were those who held the narrowing path.


“...This is hardly befitting the dignity of the Ten Hall Masters.”


“I am ashamed.”


They were Cayman, South Sea Hall Master, and Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.


Jaehwan opened the path at the front. Cheongheo held the path Jaehwan opened, then Mugeuk held the path Cheongheo protected.


The other Hall Masters stood against the Deadmans and widened the path Mugeuk had preserved.


Every one of them looked as if possessed.


An impossible path.


As they swung their swords to preserve it, they were slowly becoming part of a story.


A story Chaos had waited millions of years for.


A story they wanted to see through to the end, even if everything once again led to despair.


Having barely joined that story, the Thunder God Hall Master opened his mouth in a voice that sounded close to tears.


“Hall Master of Fire King Hall?”


“What? I’m busy, so don’t talk to me!”


“I’m embarrassed to say this, but I really feel like I need to tell someone.”


“What is it?”


“Don’t I look cool right now?”


More than a dozen small Deadmans fell to the blade of the Hall Master of Fire King Hall.


The formation of Deadmans rushing in afterward turned to dust under the Thunder God Hall Master’s Thunder God Energy.


Even so, countless Deadmans remained.


They cut, cut, and cut again.


Fatigue was slowly building in the Hall Master of Fire King Hall as he guarded the rear of the path.


The path was gradually narrowing.


Doubt crept in.


Could they protect it?


Still, they advanced.


Even if this path ended here, they would protect it.


That was when they heard voices.


Were they hallucinations?


The Hall Master of Fire King Hall suddenly turned around, and his eyes shook.


A moment later, when he faced forward again, no trace of doubt remained in his eyes.


Relieved, he resumed cutting down the Deadmans before him.


He was certain.


This path would be protected.


Because all of Gorgon was rushing out to protect their path.


* * *


One week later.


The news that Magritte, one of the Three Great Deadmans, had been destroyed swept across all of 《Chaos》.
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「In the end, everything is a matter of life.」


―Renius Bell, trainee reporter for 《Chaos This Month》.


* * *


Manticore, the western fortress.


When Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong received the report that the Colossal Deadman 「Magritte」 had been eliminated, he was certain he had misheard.


“What kind of bullshit is that?”


It could not be true.


What was a Colossal Deadman?


By the standards of the 《Great Realm》, it was a monster on the level of a ninth-stage Adapter. At minimum, people with the rank of Lieutenant General had to step forward before they could face one. There were only three such terrifying monsters in all of 《Chaos》.


“That can’t be true.”


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong ordered the facts checked again.


Geumcheon Hall’s intelligence network was mobilized in full to investigate what had happened in Gorgon. Four days later, the Hall Master received word that Geumcheon Hall’s entire northern branch near Gorgon had been wiped out.


* * *


「...Ten days have passed since the Colossal Deadman 「Magritte」 was defeated. Several major changes have occurred within Gorgon Fortress during that time. The greatest change has been in its residents. I spoke to an elderly man passing through the street...」


Renius, a trainee reporter for 《Chaos This Month》, had been typing notes through the 「Emergency Memo」 skill when they suddenly looked up and asked,


“So, in your opinion, what has been the biggest change in Gorgon since that incident?”


The person Renius had questioned was a muscular old man carrying the horn of a massive Horned Beast over his shoulder.


Chisels and hammers hung from the old man’s waist, as though he worked as a craftsman in some workshop. Since he was carrying the horn himself, he likely did not hold a high position. That made him the perfect person to ask about the incident ten days ago.


The old man answered.


“Life’s gotten better.”


“How exactly has it gotten better?”


“How... Well, people are doing better for themselves.”


Over the past few days, Gorgon’s economy had been booming. Much of that was because six of the Ten Halls of Chaos had moved their headquarters to Gorgon Fortress. As many of 《Chaos》’s foremost powerhouses gathered in Gorgon, the supply of major resources, including Horned Beast horns, naturally surged.


“It seems far too serious a situation to say people are doing better.”


Yet from the outside, Gorgon looked utterly devastated.


The Outer Fortress had been half destroyed by the damage sustained while defeating the Colossal Deadman 「Magritte」, and a considerable number of residents had lost their homes. Many souls had walked the path of soul extinction.


For a place that had suffered such a tragedy, though, Gorgon’s mood was bright. The people repairing ruined houses had gentle eyes, while the voices of those sharing Horned Beast horns carried a strange excitement.


It was a sight that could not be found in any other fortress in 《Chaos》.


“Well, you could say that, young reporter, since you didn’t see the 「Path of the Wave」.”


The 「Path of the Wave」.


The event in which a pitch-black tide of Deadmans had been split by a single streak of sword light. Renius, the trainee reporter, had heard about it as well.


They said the great poet Euphrates, who had been at the scene that day, described it like this.


―It was as though nature itself had knelt before a single human.


To an inexperienced reporter like Renius, it was hard to understand. A human had made a path through a wave of Deadmans? How could such a thing be possible?


On the day the 「Path of the Wave」 was carved, many of Renius’s seniors, reporters from 《Chaos This Month》, had gathered in Gorgon.


The final messages the senior reporters left behind that day were as follows.


―Sometimes, you must become a few lines of an article yourself.


Whatever had possessed them, they all threw themselves into the 「Path of the Wave」 and fought the Deadmans.


Then they died.


That was how Renius, a low-ranking reporter, had been dispatched here.


...What had people seen that day?


What had happened that day for Gorgon’s residents to wear such unfamiliar expressions?


“Anyway, life’s gotten better in Gorgon. That’s all an ignorant fellow like me can tell you.”


It was a puzzling answer.


Leaving those words behind, the muscular old man carried the Horned Beast horn into a small tent. A sign reading “Medical Center” hung over its entrance.


Without thinking, Renius followed him inside.


“Hey, the new horn is here.”


“You’ve arrived!”


Medical staff rushed over from every direction and examined the horn’s condition.


“Oh, it’s a Four-Horned Beast horn. We don’t have the ability to process something like this...”


“That’s why I came myself.”


The muscular old man laughed heartily, picked up a chisel and hammer, then began crushing the horn. Horn powder flowed from the hammer’s tip and fell onto white sheets of paper.


The medical staff let out cries of admiration.


Renius was no different. Even a trainee reporter like Renius knew how hard a Four-Horned Beast’s horn was. Turning such a horn into powder required skill that only a master craftsman could possess.


So he was not an ordinary old man?


Renius’s question was soon answered by the praise the medical staff offered.


“As expected of the Deputy Workshop Master’s 「Crafting」...!”


“It truly is incredible.”


Medicine ground through the old man’s 「Crafting」 flowed into the mouths of patients struggling with illness.


“Thank you. Thank you so much...”


“Now, don’t talk. You’ll spill the medicine.”


Renius watched the scene blankly.


They were supplying medicine made from Four-Horned Beast horns. That was unthinkable in any other fortress.


And on top of that...


“Are you really giving out this medicine for free?”


“Hm? Ah, yes.”


All the patients were at the level of Non-Adapters. There was no way Non-Adapters could afford medicine made from Four-Horned Beast horns.


“Why are you doing this? If medicine of Four-Horned Beast grade is given away for free, the Inner Fortress’s finances will...”


“It’s fine because the Fortress Lord hunts Horned Beasts personally.”


“...The Fortress Lord personally?”


“That’s right. Each time he goes out, he brings back hundreds. Thanks to that, the Medical Center never runs out of horns.”


Renius wondered if that had been heard correctly. A Fortress Lord hunted Horned Beasts? What kind of situation was that?


The old man answered in an indifferent tone.


“There’s no use explaining it all day, young reporter. People who haven’t lived here won’t understand.”


Renius quietly studied the old man’s face. Only then did Renius realize who this old man was, the one they had happened to speak to.


Meikal Garnad, Deputy Workshop Master of Twilight Dusk.


The only human capable of processing Garnak horns, and the man called Gorgon’s finest craftsman.


Renius knew the name of the emotion on the old man’s face. That was why Renius could not believe it.


It was the most unfamiliar emotion in Chaos.


―Life’s gotten better.


Those who had existed in 《Chaos》 for over a hundred years did not use the verb “live” lightly. The word itself was already a contradiction.


Yet Meikal Garnad, who had lived for one hundred and fifty years, had used that expression.


Renius searched through the 「Emergency Memo」 and silently looked at the headline they had decided on when they first received this assignment.


「Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, Chaos’s salvation or its disaster?」


Quietly, Renius erased the headline.


When Renius looked up again, the Medical Center and the streets of Gorgon came into view. Smiling people. Faces bright with energy as they repaired broken shops and cared for the wounded.


As Renius studied each of their faces, they felt their fingertips tremble with an indescribable sense of fulfillment.


Not a miraculous salvation, nor a disaster that would end everything.


Or perhaps something that included both salvation and disaster.


No one knew where it would lead, but it was the possibility of being able to head somewhere at all.


At that moment, realization struck Renius like lightning.


Renius immediately wrote what they had realized in the 「Emergency Memo」.


「The residents of Gorgon have begun to live.」


Though they had written the sentence themself, Renius could not fully understand what it meant. Still, they instinctively knew that the value contained within those words was something immensely important.


This sentence would become a crucial opening for explaining the 《Chaos》 to come. Renius’s instincts as a reporter told them so.


Rumble.


A sudden explosion from the direction of the Inner Fortress cut off Renius’s excited thoughts. Thick smoke rose from the outer wall of the Inner Fortress.


“What is happening?”


Meikal answered Renius’s tense question with a shrug.


“It’s been happening often lately.”


An explosion of that scale could only occur when high-stage Adapters clashed with their spiritual power. Several possibilities flashed rapidly through Renius’s mind.


Come to think of it, six of the Ten Halls of Chaos had established their headquarters in Gorgon.


It had seemed strangely quiet.


Even when only three of the Ten Halls occupied one fortress, the place became loud with power struggles between them. Yet six of the Ten Halls had gathered in Gorgon now.


“Has a war broken out between the Ten Halls?”


“A war?”


At that, Meikal laughed as though he had heard a particularly amusing joke.


“If that is war, then I suppose it is.”


Meikal let out a booming laugh as he watched the Hall Masters of Chaos fly gracefully through the sky after smashing through the Inner Fortress’s outer wall.


“Five today.”


* * *


The training grounds of Gorgon Inner Keep.


The Hall Masters, their faces bruised blue and purple from Jaehwan’s repeated blows, knelt quietly in a line before him.


“Weak.”


The Hall Masters trembled in humiliation. No one had ever said such a thing to them before.


“What the hell have you all been doing for hundreds of years?”


They wanted to argue, but they had no grounds to do so.


Just moments ago, five of them, excluding Shin Mugeuk, the second-ranked Hall Master of Limitless Hall, had attacked at once and still suffered a miserable defeat.


Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master and the first to be thrown aside, trembled as he recalled Jaehwan’s Stab.


“Yoon Yong, your feet are all you have.”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong lowered his head.


Jaehwan added a word for each of the other Hall Masters.


“Kang Hwang, your destructive power is strong, but you’re slow.”


Kang Hwang, Hall Master of Fire King Hall, moved his lips in displeasure.


“Ja Geukryeong, you’re agile and have good instincts, but your stamina is terrible.”


Ja Geukryeong, Hall Master of Goddess Hall, bit her lip.


“Jegal Myeong, you think too much before making a move.”


Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, scratched his head awkwardly.


“Cayman, you’re the best among these people. Your fundamentals are excellent, and you don’t have any particular weaknesses. But that means you don’t have any outstanding strengths, either.”


South Sea Hall Master Cayman appeared to accept the assessment without complaint.


At last, Jaehwan’s gaze turned to all the Hall Masters.


“And you all have one problem in common. Do you know what it is?”


The Hall Masters waited for Jaehwan’s next words with tense expressions.


“You think you’ve already become something without putting in any real effort.”


Their expressions crumpled miserably.


Two old men stood some distance away, watching the scene. They were Shin Mugeuk, Hall Master of Limitless Hall, and Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


“He’s right.”


“Thanks to that brat, I feel like a weight’s been lifted off my chest.”


Cheongheo chuckled. He had always wanted to gather up the young Ten Hall Masters and give them a proper beating. At last, that wish had come true today.


“You old men over there are too weak for people who’ve lived a thousand years, too.”


Cheongheo’s lips twitched.


“...Fuck.”


Still, Cheongheo did not argue. He agreed with Jaehwan’s standards as well. Even by Cheongheo’s standards, the current Abyss Expedition was woefully inadequate.


More precisely, they were far weaker than they had been nine hundred years ago.


The Ten Halls of Chaos had existed nine hundred years ago as well. Back then, every Hall Master was at the level of a seventh-stage Adapter, while the top five ranked Hall Masters were eighth-stage Adapters. The Heavenly Dragon Hall Master, who held first rank at the time, had even been a ninth-stage Adapter.


Expedition Commander Mulack, the Dream Demon, possessed strength that surpassed even a ninth-stage Adapter.


Even those powerhouses had struggled with the expedition.


The 《Abyss》 was where such monsters lived.


“Everyone, you remember the recent subjugation battle, right?”


“I remember.”


The Thunder God Hall Master answered.


The subjugation battle Jaehwan meant was the battle three days ago against Geumcheon Hall’s northern branches.


“Half of you were seriously injured or nearly died then.”


At Jaehwan’s words, the Thunder God Hall Master and the Hall Master of Fire King Hall trembled.


In the subjugation battle three days ago, Yoon Yong, a sixth-stage Adapter, had nearly died, while Jegal Myeong, a seventh-stage Adapter, had suffered serious injuries.


They had not even attacked Manticore, Geumcheon Hall’s headquarters. Yet it had cost them that much just to eliminate the northern branch alliance.


Forgotten Ghosts.


Killing weapons whose souls had only half undergone Mutation, granting them both the power of Deadmans and human reason. Only after facing them did the Ten Hall Masters understand how Manticore had fallen to a single Hall faction.


Each weapon was powerful enough to rival a sixth-stage Adapter. Geumcheon Hall had seized Manticore because it possessed hundreds of such weapons.


Rumors also said that Garuda, the western fortress, was caught in a similar chaotic battle.


“You’re already like this against a single Hall faction. How are you going to set out on an expedition?”


The Ten Hall Masters lowered their heads at his scornful voice.


“Starting today, you’ll undergo special training for one week.”


The Ten Hall Masters looked at one another.


Special training?


They understood Jaehwan’s words, yet they could not quite accept them. They knew they needed to grow stronger. They also knew there was not much time left.


But one week?


How could they become stronger in only one week?


Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, raised his hand on behalf of the group.


“Fortress Lord, may I ask a question?”


“Go ahead.”


“As you know, the Ten Hall Masters gathered here are all Adapters.”


It was such an obvious statement that several Hall Masters looked puzzled, wondering what Jegal Myeong was trying to say.


“I know.”


“Then you must also know that an adaptation stage cannot be crossed in a single leap.”


Adaptation stages.


They ranged from the first stage to the fifteenth stage.


Numbers that divided the ranks of Adapters.


Jegal Myeong continued.


“It varies depending on one’s talent, but it normally takes ten years for a Non-Adapter to become a first-stage Adapter. It takes another twenty years for a first-stage Adapter to become a second-stage Adapter. A second-stage Adapter takes forty years to become a Third Adapter, while a Third Adapter requires another eighty years to become a Fourth Adapter. Most humans die before they even become Fourth Adapters.”


In general, each higher adaptation stage required at least twice as much training time unless there was a particular opportunity. That was why Fourth Adapters were called high-stage Adapters. Not many humans could survive as Adapters for one hundred and fifty years.


“Even then, it is said that the seventh stage is the limit for a realm one can reach through simple accumulation of time. That is why people say that the seventh stage is the limit humans can reach.”


Every Ten Hall Master was one of Chaos’s most gifted talents. That was why they had reached the sixth or seventh adaptation stage faster than others.


Yet they clearly understood that this was their limit.


Jaehwan asked,


“So?”


“I heard that you are an Awakened One, Fortress Lord.”


Awakened One.


The Hall Masters’ expressions changed in various ways at those words. Some looked as though they had known it all along, while others were shocked.


Jaehwan answered,


“Yeah. That’s what they call me.”


He had no intention of hiding it anymore.


Jegal Myeong nodded and continued.


“I know almost nothing about Awakened Ones. In truth, I doubt I am the only one.”


Many facts about adaptation and Adapters were widely known. For example, that adaptation consisted of fifteen stages, or that reaching certain stages granted particular powers...


But Awakening was different.


No one knew by what principles, or through what kind of training, one could reach Awakening.


“All I know are a few rumors about Awakened Ones. I hear that rather than advancing through steady accumulation, they leap to another stage through sudden realization.”


Jaehwan recalled the first time he had gained 「Selflessness」.


That was true. The moment he had cast off the shell of the System and become his complete self. It would be a lie to say there had been no accumulation of realization, but what ultimately created 「Selflessness」 had been an overwhelming eruption of emotion.


The explosive feeling of emptying everything within himself and rebuilding it anew.


That was the source of Awakening.


“What are you trying to say?”


“You know that we are Adapters, Fortress Lord. You also know that we are not people who can suddenly become stronger.”


“Yeah.”


“Then there is only one answer.”


The eyes of Jegal Myeong, Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, gleamed.


“Are you planning to make us into Awakened Ones, Fortress Lord?”


Footnotes:





Chapter 57 - Episode 9. Three Fortresses Meeting (2)

Chapter 57: Episode 9. Three Fortresses Meeting (2)

──────


The historians of 《Great Realm》 defined an Awakened One as follows.


An irregular who had escaped the System.


Perhaps because their heretical nature was so blatant, Awakened Ones generally had a poor reputation. The fact that many active Awakened Ones belonged to the terrorist organization Rupture also greatly contributed to that perception.


Public opinion of Rupture could be summed up as follows.


"People who caused unrest in the world at the drop of a hat."


Despite that hostile atmosphere, the value of an Awakened One in the 《Great Realm》 was incomparably greater than that of ordinary Adapters.


Overwhelming strength and rarity.


The Lords of the twelve zones were desperate to recruit Awakened Ones. Though extremely rare, there were even Lords who were Awakened Ones themselves.


According to information circulating among the Hall Masters, Jaehwan, the current Fortress Lord of Gorgon, was one such Awakened One.


And Jaehwan wanted to give them special training.


It was only natural for the Hall Masters to show a strange sort of anticipation.


"That's right. I intend to make Awakened Ones out of you."


A few Hall Masters brightened at those words.


Jaehwan was not finished.


"But I don't intend to make all of you into Awakened Ones."


"Why not?"


"Because there will certainly be people among you who do not want Awakening."


Jaehwan recalled what Cheongheo had told him not long ago.


"You've experienced it yourself, brat, so you know this. For an ordinary being to reach complete Awakening, one must pass through three stages."


The first stage of Awakening.


It was the destruction of the world of Adaptation they had lived in until then. Existing Awakened Ones called this process Dismantling. In Jaehwan's terms, it corresponded to the stage of Doubt.


By breaking their fixed ideas about the world they saw, they realized that the lives they had lived were, in fact, lives agreed upon by countless numerical values.


Those who reached this stage gained eyes that could Dismantle the world and see its essence. Countless numbers and particles that formed the world, the principles that made up the world that had once seemed as solid as stone, began to appear before their eyes.


That was the first stage of Awakening, Dismantling.


Jaehwan swept his gaze over the Hall Masters looking up at him, waiting for his answer.


"Most of you have lived too long to attain Awakening."


Lived too long?


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall asked with a puzzled expression.


"I don't quite understand what you mean, Fortress Lord."


"I believe he means that we have become too accustomed to this world's System."


The one who answered was Ja Geukryeong, the Hall Master of Goddess Hall. True to her nickname as 《Chaos》's mastermind, she understood Jaehwan's words at once.


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall still looked confused.


Ja Geukryeong let out a deep sigh and added, "It means we have enjoyed the benefits of the System, things like skills and status, for far too long."


"Ah, is that what you meant?"


"Thunder God, it's remarkable that you managed to become one of the Hall Masters with that level of comprehension."


Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, answered with an embarrassed smile.


"Ahem. Brainpower aside, I am still an Over-Adapter."


Over-Adapters. Among Adapters, they were people who displayed an excessive affinity for things like skills and the Interface System.


These Over-Adapters, often dismissed as people "blessed by the System," could reach high Adaptation stages with less time than ordinary Adapters.


The difference depended on talent, but their rate of growth ranged from ten to over a hundred times faster.


Most of the Twelve Great Lords stood at the peak of such Over-Adapters, making Over-Adapters a rare talent even in the 《Great Realm》.


"You idiot. Is there anyone here who isn't an Over-Adapter?"


Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, said as he flicked Yoon Yong on the forehead.


As Kang Hwang said, there was not a single person among the Hall Masters who was not an Over-Adapter. They might not all possess the highest-tier Adaptation talent, but every one of them had at least mid-tier talent. Without that much talent, they could never have risen to the position of Hall Master.


Then Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, spoke.


"I am not an Over-Adapter."


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, had not received the blessing of Adaptation that all the other Hall Masters possessed.


Over nine hundred years, Cayman had reached the high stage of seventh Adaptation through effort alone.


Cayman spoke again.


"And Fortress Lord, I am already prepared."


"It won't be easy."


"Is that because, as the Hall Master of Goddess Hall said, we have become too accustomed to this world's System?"


"Yes."


"If that is the problem, then do not worry."


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, spoke with a fierce gleam in his eyes.


"As long as I can become stronger, I am ready to discard my world."


"South Sea Hall Master. Do you know what that means?"


Ja Geukryeong asked sharply.


"It means throwing away all the time we have built up until now. Can you discard every skill and every point of status you have accumulated like scraps of paper?"


Unexpectedly, it was not Cayman but the other Hall Masters who reacted to her words.


They had lived anywhere from two hundred to over a thousand years. They had endured every hardship to become strong and fought for a lifetime to acquire even one top-grade skill.


To tell them to abandon everything they had built until now was no different from telling them to commit suicide.


"That certainly is a little..."


The one who muttered was Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall. Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, also appeared to agree.


Jaehwan watched their expressions and thought,


Of course.


He had expected this reaction to some degree.


Awakening was an incomplete and uncertain path. There was no reason for high-stage Adapters, already settled on a stable course, to deliberately risk themselves by insisting on the path of Awakening.


High-stage Adapters had grown far too accustomed to the existing System for such a gamble. To the point where it was impossible to tell whether they were the System or the System was them.


Cayman addressed Ja Geukryeong.


"Skills or anything else, I am prepared to throw it all away. Except for my hatred of those Lords."


The words carried a terrifying killing intent.


Ja Geukryeong briefly hunched her shoulders, then spoke again.


"It will not end with simply losing your skills or status! As the South Sea Hall Master who has lived for over nine hundred years, you should know well enough how dangerous Awakening is."


"..."


"You have not forgotten the Great Disappearance, have you?"


A few Hall Masters went pale at those words, while a few others looked as if they were wondering what it was.


Jaehwan was naturally among the latter.


The Hall Master of Thunder God Hall spoke in his place.


"The Great Disappearance? What is that?"


It seemed Yoon Yong's historical knowledge was lacking because he had lived for less time than the other Hall Masters.


Ja Geukryeong lightly bit her lip and began.


"The Hall Masters older than I am will all know this, but there was an event that caused Awakened Ones to become synonymous with fear, as they are now."


"What happened?"


"...Everything began with the emergence of Rupture."


Rupture.


This time, every Hall Master went pale.


There was no one in the 《Great Realm》 who did not know the name of that organization.


"They suddenly appeared in the 《Great Realm》 seven hundred years ago."


Even now, countless powerful people in the 《Great Realm》 remembered what happened then with fear.


"We will fight cultivation."


Seven hundred years ago, the terrorist organization Rupture had suddenly emerged with that declaration.


Needless to say, their rash declaration enraged countless Lords of the 《Great Realm》. The one who objected most fiercely was Maihalt, the Lord of the 4th Zone at the time.


Maihalt was one of the Lords who did not believe the rumors about Awakened Ones.


"I could kill those so-called Awakened Ones with my little finger."


The day after that boast spread, Maihalt, Lord of the 4th Zone, was found in his bedchamber with his little finger severed.


What was more, his little finger had been embedded near Maihalt's heart.


That was when the 《Great Realm》 began to fear Rupture.


The 4th Zone might have been the weakest of the twelve zones, and its Lord's qualifications might have been questioned, but Rupture was an organization capable of killing a Lord in their own bedchamber.


Before the shock of the incident had even faded, Rupture made the following announcement.


"Anyone can become an Awakened One. Those who wish to become Awakened Ones, come to the Forgotten Land."


The 《Great Realm》 were shaken.


Especially because it came right after the Lord of the 4th Zone had been killed.


Rumors of Awakened Ones flooded the 《Great Realm》, and a few Adapters were filled with hope that they could truly become Awakened Ones.


"Deny the world."


Adapters flocked to the Forgotten Land, where Rupture was said to have its headquarters.


There were easily tens of thousands of them.


The strange thing was that almost nothing was known about what happened afterward.


That year, the tens of thousands who gathered in the Forgotten Land vanished as if they had evaporated.


Some said that a portion of them became Awakened Ones. Others said they had gone mad, or that they had been used in Rupture's horrifying experiments before being cruelly discarded.


Only rumors were abundant.


Before long, Rupture fell silent, and the rumors disappeared as well. The missing people never returned.


That was the full account of the event known as the Great Disappearance.


"Among those who headed for the Forgotten Land at the time were Companions who had been with me in the 《Great Realm》."


By then, the Hall Masters were listening closely to Ja Geukryeong's story. Even Hall Masters rarely had a chance to hear about the Great Disappearance.


"Some of them returned from the Forgotten Land as Awakened Ones. They said they had only reached 'first-stage Awakening,' though."


Jaehwan was listening carefully as well. Having never met an Awakened One other than Cheongheo, he found the topic interesting.


"What happened to them?"


"...They all committed suicide."


A few Hall Masters groaned.


"They all suffered from severe dissociation. Some were tormented by madness, while others lost all their memories. Their symptoms differed, but they all had one thing in common."


"What was it?"


"They said they did not really know who they were."


Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, spoke.


"They did not know who they were? What does that mean?"


"It means exactly what it sounds like. I have explained it already. So..."


"A name is enough to explain oneself. I am Kang Hwang, Hall Master of Fire King Hall. Is there anyone who does not know that?"


The Hall Master of Goddess Hall looked at Kang Hwang as though he were pathetic, then said, "Fortress Lord, it seems we already have one person disqualified as an Awakening candidate."


Kang Hwang was about to retort when Jaehwan spoke.


"Ja Geukryeong. Let me make two things clear first."


"What..."


"First, I am not Rupture."


Ja Geukryeong's mouth opened slightly.


In truth, Ja Geukryeong had raised the subject of Rupture deliberately. She had been trying to indirectly learn where Jaehwan came from.


In the 《Great Realm》, everyone thought of Rupture first when they heard the words Awakened One. Yet Rupture was far too dangerous an organization to join. Carelessly becoming involved with Rupture could earn the hatred not only of the Lords of the twelve zones, but also of Big Brother, the being who oversaw the System.


A few Hall Masters visibly relaxed at Jaehwan's words.


"Second, as you said, Awakening can be dangerous. That is why I have no intention of forcing you to become Awakened Ones."


"Then..."


"I will accept volunteers separately for Awakening."


Jaehwan said this while glancing at Cayman.


Ja Geukryeong asked again, "Then what will you do with those who refuse Awakening?"


"I will make them strong too."


"How?"


"I will raise their Adaptation stages."


Ja Geukryeong looked slightly disappointed. She had expected some special answer, but Jaehwan's plan was surprisingly ordinary.


There was also a fatal problem with it.


"In only one week?"


"Yes."


"That is impossible."


"Why?"


Ja Geukryeong spoke as if imitating Jaehwan.


"The first problem is time."


It took hundreds of years just to become a sixth- or seventh-stage Adapter. Yet they had only one week.


"I can solve that problem."


"...How?"


Jaehwan seemed to consider it for a moment, then addressed all the Hall Masters.


"All of you, follow me."


Jaehwan and the Hall Masters arrived at a large clearing behind the Inner Fortress.


A massive one-story circular structure stood in the clearing, taking up a great deal of space. It resembled the stump of a giant tree.


Workers moved busily around it, repairing and smoothing different parts of the structure.


"A building made from Horned Beast horns."


Some Hall Masters touched the building's surface and exclaimed in admiration.


Cheongheo was the only one in the group who was not surprised. He had known for a week that this place was being built.


"You have arrived, Fortress Lord."


Someone stepped forward from among the workers. It was an old man with impressively bulging arm muscles.


"Artisan of Dawn?"


"Why is Twilight Dusk's Deputy Workshop Master here...?"


The muscular old man was Meikal Garnad, Deputy Workshop Master of Twilight Dusk.


Jaehwan asked, "Is construction finished?"


"It is almost complete. We rushed to make it in a week, so it is a little rough, but its performance is fine. However..."


"However?"


"Contamination control is not running smoothly."


"That is fine. We have plenty of horns."


Jaehwan briefly examined the building's exterior and asked, "Can you start it now?"


"I can."


"Then show them."


Meikal nodded and touched the control panel installed outside the structure. He wore an oddly moved expression.


"I never thought I would live to make this."


"You simply never tried before. You could have made it alone."


"Thank you, Fortress Lord."


Meikal smiled faintly.


A humming sound filled the air as lights came on across the building. Shortly afterward, a message appeared before Jaehwan and the Hall Masters.


[Would you like to answer the summon?]


He had never thought he would see this message again while alive.


When Jaehwan responded to the message, the Hall Masters followed him without thinking.


The next moment, Jaehwan and the Hall Masters stood somewhere else.


The Hall Masters realized that this place was inside the structure.


A familiar sensation flooded their minds.


An ancient sense of déjà vu.


Memory boxes buried deep in their consciousness, sealed with old locks, shook wildly.


They knew this place.


How could they forget it?


Someone muttered like a sigh.


"The Tower of Nightmares..."


Then a small message window appeared before them.


[Welcome to the Tower of Nightmares, Carpe Diem.]
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《Tower of Nightmares》 Carpe Diem.


Jaehwan had decided on this plan, named the 「Carpe Diem Project」, about a week earlier.


It was shortly after the Colossal Deadman 「Magritte」 vanished.


“Youngster, are you serious? There has never been a case of anyone other than a dream demon creating a ‘Tower.’”


The 《Tower of Nightmares》 was the exclusive domain of dream demons.


Only dream demons could create Towers, and only dream demons could modify them. Other higher species, such as demons and angels, could interfere with a Tower’s control system to some extent, but only dream demons could actually construct one.


For a human to attempt building a Tower. If dream demons heard about it, he would become the laughingstock of their kind.


“It’s fine. Meikal can do it. We aren’t making a complete Tower anyway, only one floor.”


“Only one floor?”


“It just needs to be capable of controlling the flow of time. I’m not asking for much.”


A week after the former craftsmen of Twilight Dusk were brought in, 《Tower of Nightmares》 Carpe Diem revealed itself to the world for the first time.


* * *


“To think humans would build a Tower of Nightmares.”


“Even if it only has one floor, it is truly astounding.”


There was nothing special inside besides an endlessly stretching sky and a horizon without end, yet that alone was a breathtaking wonder.


Creating a Tower meant weaving an entire world. It was an achievement impossible without the ability to view an entire world at a glance and the rich imagination needed to reproduce its intricate details. That was why creating Towers had only ever been a task permitted to dream demons, who possessed imaginations suited to the work.


In the millions of years of 《Great Realm》 history, no race other than dream demons had ever created a Tower.


Yet now, a Tower made by humans stood before their eyes.


Watching the Hall Masters exclaim in amazement, Jaehwan thought:


It took some work.


For a week, Jaehwan had worked day and night beside Meikal, absorbed in building the Tower. Without the memories of what he had experienced as a 「Product」 and Meikal’s long training as an artisan, they could never have created it.


During the process, Jaehwan had also come to understand many things about dream demons.


In particular, skills like 「Crafting」, which dream demons used, had much in common with the power of Awakening Jaehwan wielded.


It even made him wonder whether dream demons had been the first to gain the power of Awakening.


Maybe it was only natural.


Those who created worlds could not help but intuit the essence of those worlds. Perhaps dream demons understood the absurdity of this world better than anyone else.


They understood what the Towers they created were, and they surely understood what 「cultivation」 meant. Perhaps that was why a dream demon like Mulack could emerge and declare that they would end 「cultivation」.


Jegal Myeong, the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, spoke with emotion in his voice.


“It is deeply moving. To return here not to be 「cultivated」, but to destroy 「cultivation」...”


“M-Me too. That is exactly what I wanted to say!”


Yoon Yong, the Hall Master of Thunder God Hall, also looked excited.


After some time, the Hall Masters calmed themselves and looked to Jaehwan, waiting for him to speak.


“From now on, all training will take place here.”


Jaehwan studied the excited Hall Masters one by one before continuing.


“You have probably guessed already, but time flows about one hundred times slower inside this Tower. In other words, one day in Chaos is one hundred days here. Taking the week we have into account, you will gain a total of seven hundred days, nearly two years.”


Two years.


That was the new time the Hall Masters had gained.


“But because time flows more slowly, time itself is denser here. Even if you spend the same amount of time here as outside, the fatigue your souls feel will be on a completely different level.”


“So soul contamination will progress faster.”


Jegal Myeong quickly caught on.


“Yes. Soul contamination will rise in inverse proportion to the slowed time. That will be even more severe for souls that have lived as long as yours. You are no longer young souls like when you entered the Tutorial.”


The perceptive Hall Masters were already feeling the effects of Jaehwan’s warning. Despite their resistance to contamination thanks to their immense mental energy, their contamination levels were rising at a terrifying speed compared to normal.


“To prepare for that, this Tower has an automatic logout function that activates when soul contamination exceeds 80%. Horned Beast horns will always be ready for you to consume immediately after logging out, so you do not need to worry about contamination.”


It was an exceptionally thoughtful arrangement.


A few Hall Masters who had thought Jaehwan was only a blunt, cold man looked at him differently.


“Now, I will divide those who wish to volunteer for Awakening from those who do not.”


The Hall Masters realized that the time to choose had come.


“Those who want to volunteer for Awakening, stand to my right. Those who simply wish to raise their Adaptation stages, stand to my left.”


Cayman, the Hall Master of South Sea Hall, was the first to react. Without hesitation, he walked over and stood to Jaehwan’s right.


Jaehwan spoke.


“I will say it again. You may die.”


“I will not regret it, even if I do.”


There was no wavering in Cayman’s eyes.


“If I have even the slightest potential left to grow, it must be through Awakening.”


Unlike the other Hall Masters, Cayman was not even an Over-Adapter. For decades, he had keenly felt that he had reached his limits as an Adapter.


His repeated fierce battles with Jaehwan over the past few days had also taught him something.


The shock of seeing his hard-earned nine hundred years shattered by a man who had lived less than fifty years was difficult even for Cayman, with his strong Mentality, to endure. Yet Cayman had overcome it. Instead, he chose to see it as a chance to grow stronger.


After learning about the true power of Awakened Ones, his resolve had only grown firmer.


Awakened Ones were not bound by the limits of their spiritual power reserves.


That was the most astonishing fact Cayman had learned over the past few days.


Every technique Jaehwan used consumed tremendous spiritual power, yet by an Adapter’s standards, Jaehwan’s own spiritual power was only at the level of a Non-Adapter.


That was impossible unless one had reached at least the tenth stage of Adaptation.


When Adapters reached the tenth stage, the spiritual power stored in their bodies exploded, granting them a transcendent ability called the 「Infinite Circuit」. No matter how much spiritual power they used, it did not decrease.


Yet Awakened Ones possessed comparable power even at the third stage. The principle seemed different from the Adapters’ Infinite Circuit, but both could draw on nearly limitless spiritual power.


Should he refuse to give up on the path of Adaptation and become a tenth-stage Adapter, or should he challenge the path of Awakening and become a third-stage Awakened One?


At that crossroads, Cayman chose the latter without hesitation. The former was a realm even top-class Over-Adapters struggled to reach, but the latter was possible for him.


Besides, he had the reliable support of Jaehwan.


“If I can land even one blow on those Lord bastards, I will do anything.”


“Good.”


Once the first volunteer stepped forward, an uneasy mood began spreading among the Hall Masters.


What if they lost out by not volunteering?


What if they volunteered and failed?


The emotions written across the Hall Masters’ faces were so obvious that it was embarrassing to watch.


Cheongheo, standing nearby, clicked his tongue.


Then Ja Geukryeong, the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, spoke.


“Fortress Lord, may I ask one question?”


“Go ahead.”


“Is the method of Awakening you will teach guaranteed?”


Several Hall Masters swallowed at the question. Perhaps it was the most important question at that moment.


Jaehwan answered immediately.


“No.”


“You are asking us to walk a path that is not even guaranteed?”


“I did it, and I have only lived fifty years. Are you saying you cannot?”


Ja Geukryeong closed her slightly parted lips. Her pride had been wounded.


Still, it was not something she could casually volunteer for just because her pride was hurt.


More than anything, she remembered seeing the Awakened Ones driven mad by the 「Great Disappearance」.


Jaehwan spoke again.


“I told you to choose for yourselves because it is dangerous. Once we enter the 《Abyss》, there will surely be things far worse than this.”


“He is right.”


Cheongheo, who had been watching the situation from a corner with a faint grin, spoke up.


“At your current level, you could not even reach the entrance to the 《Abyss》. You would not be able to pass the 《Palace of the Dead》, which lies on the path leading there.”


The Palace of the Dead.


It was where Catastrophe, the Sole King and the worst calamity in 《Chaos》, resided. It was also a forbidden region of 《Chaos》, where countless large Deadmans roamed.


The Hall Masters’ shoulders trembled as though the thought alone gave them chills.


“If we succeed in Awakening, how strong can we become?”


Jegal Myeong, the Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, asked the question.


“If you complete Awakening safely, you will gain power similar to mine now.”


“...Really?”


“Yes.”


The Hall Masters’ faces brightened at the thought of gaining power equal to Jaehwan’s.


The power that defeated the Colossal Deadman 「Magritte Who Walks Backward」 and split a wave of Deadmans with a single strike...


“But the chance of succeeding in Awakening is not high. I would guess...”


“If even one of you succeeds in Awakening, honestly, it would be a miracle.”


Cheongheo once again spoke up.


“You heard all that talk about the 「Great Disappearance」 earlier, so you should understand. Even that formidable Rupture failed to mass-produce Awakened Ones. Out of tens of thousands of people, less than 0.01 percent could become Awakened Ones. Even then, most could not endure the mental shock and either killed themselves or went mad and died.”


He spoke as though he knew the matter well.


That made sense. Cheongheo had lived for nearly a thousand years. It would not have been strange for him to know about the 「Great Disappearance」 seven hundred years ago.


“Even so, the reason the Fortress Lord and I want to make you into Awakened Ones is that you will not survive the coming expedition without that level of power.”


“Awakened Ones are not the only ones who can grow stronger. As far as I know, a ninth-stage Adapter can possess power comparable to a third-stage Awakened One.”


At Ja Geukryeong’s words, Cheongheo frowned slightly.


“You are being difficult. Well, you are not wrong. The problem is how you, who have only reached the seventh stage, intend to become ninth-stage Adapters.”


“I do not think I am the one who needs to worry about that.”


Ja Geukryeong continued while looking at Jaehwan.


“How does the Fortress Lord intend to raise the ‘Adaptation stages’ of those who refuse Awakening?”


Jaehwan and Cheongheo could somehow help the others through Awakening. But how would they make the remaining Adapters stronger?


“I heard that for high-stage Adapters like you to grow stronger, the only methods are learning new skills and raising their proficiency, or accumulating a certain number of Enlightenment Points.”


“To be more precise, new skills alone are not enough. They must be top-class skills.”


Once one reached around the seventh stage of Adaptation, raising spiritual power alone began to reach its limit as a way to advance Adaptation stages. The System did not calculate Adaptation stages based only on the total amount of spiritual power.


Jaehwan answered.


“I have prepared a solution for that problem as well.”


“...What is it? Did you gather a pile of top-class skill books?”


Even in the 《Great Realm》, top-class skills were as difficult to obtain as stars in the sky unless one belonged to one of the Five Great Families or the Legions of the Lords of the twelve zones.


Even among the six Hall Masters here, few had mastered more than three such top-class skills. Unless they raided a family’s treasury, acquiring top-class skills was nearly impossible.


“They do not have to be skill books. You can learn from teachers.”


“Teachers?”


Ja Geukryeong, the Hall Master of Goddess Hall, frowned slightly.


Certainly, skills could be passed down through personal transmission as well as skill books. But who would casually teach skills as valuable as their own lives?


And who in this 《Chaos》 could teach skills to people on the level of the Ten Hall Masters?


“Who would dare claim they can teach us?”


“The teachers are here.”


Ja Geukryeong flinched and looked around. Yet all she could see were Jaehwan, the six Hall Masters, and Cheongheo.


“Are you saying you will teach us skills?”


“No.”


“Then who in the world...”


At that moment, Ja Geukryeong realized something and opened her mouth wide. It was strange that she had not thought of it until now.


Jaehwan nodded.


“You will learn each other’s skills. The teachers who will teach you are yourselves.”
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The Hall Masters divided into their respective ‘Adaptation Team’ and ‘Awakening Team’ and began training.


The Adaptation Team trained on the Tower’s first floor, while the Awakening Team continued training on the newly expanded second floor.


The Adaptation Team was led by the eighth-stage Adapter, Hall Master Shin Mugeuk of Limitless Hall. Shin Mugeuk let out one heavy sigh after another as he watched the Hall Masters either learn one another’s skills or hurl curses at each other.


He wondered whether this would really work the way the Fortress Lord expected.


The idea of gathering those prideful Hall Masters in one place and making them teach one another their skills had been good. Yet once inside the Tower, they were far more interested in boasting about their own skills than earnestly learning from each other.


“...Are you daring to look down on Goddess Hall’s skills?”


“Hmph. No matter how fast Goddess Hall is, you cannot keep up with the speed of my Thunder God Energy!”


“Speed is not important. What matters is destructive power! And when it comes to destructive power, the Fire King is naturally the best!”


Mugeuk clicked his tongue as he watched the Hall Masters work themselves into a fury and point their weapons at one another.


“Pathetic fools. None of you have improved at all.”


The most diligent person on the Adaptation Team was Hall Master Jegal Myeong of Scholar Forest Hall. Originally assigned to the Awakening Team, he had actually begun making quicker progress after joining the Adaptation Team.


“This is truly killing me. How long have you trained in this skill, Hall Master Mugeuk?”


“Four hundred years.”


The technique Jegal Myeong was currently training in was Azure Sky Sword Form, Hall Master Mugeuk’s top-tier skill. It possessed some of the greatest destructive power in all of 《Chaos》 and ranked among the best of the existing top-tier skills.


It could not compare to the transcendent-grade skills used by ninth-stage and higher Adapters, but below that level, it was undeniably one of the finest skills available.


“Well, it still seems more manageable than being on the Awakening Team.”


Jegal Myeong sheathed the sword he had been swinging.


There had not been this many people on the Adaptation Team from the beginning. Despite Hall Master Ja Geukryeong of Goddess Hall’s concerns, when the training first began, the Awakening Team had been the one crowded with volunteers. Four of the six Hall Masters had joined it.


Yet before even a day had passed by 《Chaos》’s reckoning, three of those four Hall Masters had left the team.


Jegal Myeong had been one of them.


“...No matter how I think about it, this is insane.”


Hall Master Jegal Myeong of Scholar Forest Hall muttered, his fingertips trembling as a bad memory returned to him.


* * *


In the empty void, a solitary sword flash adorned the pitch-black sky.


A middle-aged man gripped a sword and repeated the same Stab into empty space. His posture was precise, and each lonely sword strike was regular and unchanging.


“Pick up the pace, Cayman.”


At Jaehwan’s voice, Cayman’s hand moved even faster. His Stabs were orderly, yet astonishingly swift. He was releasing every bit of spiritual power he possessed to increase their speed.


How many times had he repeated this already?


A hundred thousand times? A million?


No. By now, he must have reached at least ten million. He had been repeating the Stab day and night, so it would not have been strange if he had already passed eight digits.


Even for Cayman, who possessed immense spiritual power, repeating Stabs at that speed for so long was difficult.


After some time, Cayman gathered his exhausted Spiritual Pressure and spoke.


“Can I really grow stronger this way?”


“You should be able to feel it yourself by now.”


Jaehwan was right.


Not long ago, South Sea Hall Master Cayman had passed the first threshold of Awakening. Cayman could not forget how the world had changed at that moment.


The sight of the world after he gained the keyword 「Doubt」.


For Cayman, who had lived in the world of Adaptation for so long, it had been a tremendous shock.


The only reason he had not gone mad from that intense mental shock was Jaehwan. Because Jaehwan had walked this path first and helped him, Cayman had barely managed to preserve his sense of self.


Cayman recalled what Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair, had said.


“Trust the Fortress Lord. When it comes to Awakening, he is better than I am.”


Jaehwan spoke.


“Your posture is wavering. Correct it.”


“My apologies.”


“Are you still worried? That you will not be able to defeat the other Adapters?”


“...Yes.”


At some point, Cayman had begun speaking respectfully.


As he walked the path of Awakening, he had acknowledged Jaehwan as his master regardless of age.


“I know well that I lack talent.”


Cayman thought of the other Hall Masters, who were likely training with all their focus on the floor below. Perhaps they were already advancing toward the eighth stage of Adaptation.


“Fortress Lord, do you truly believe I can do this?”


“I do.”


From the beginning, Jaehwan had believed that the first Awakened One would be South Sea Hall Master Cayman. Unlike the other Hall Masters, who had received the blessing of Overadaptation, Cayman had led his life through nothing but pure effort.


Steadiness and diligence. The force that led an existence to Awakening was not talent, but will.


Only those with the strength of will to begin everything again could overcome the wall of Awakening.


In that sense, South Sea Hall Master Cayman was the most suited among the Hall Masters for Awakening.


“So trust me as well.”


His voice carried certainty.


Cayman gave a small nod and resumed his Stabs. If he had not trusted Jaehwan from the start, he could never have made it this far.


What kind of experiences had the Fortress Lord gone through to become so strong?


Cayman soon shook his head, clearing away the stray thought.


A new world awaited him.


* * *


Night had settled over the spire of the Inner Fortress.


A woman with a chain wrapped around her waist sat on the railing of the dark spire. She had recently participated in the tournament and earned the nickname ‘the woman with the chain scythe.’


“...This liquor tastes good.”


The woman dangled her legs over the railing and gently shook the bottle in her right hand. A faint flush had spread across her cheeks, as though she was rather drunk.


It was strange. The dead of 《Chaos》 could never become intoxicated, yet the woman truly looked drunk.


With unfocused eyes, she stared at the massive structure in the Inner Fortress’s rear garden below. After taking another swallow, she let out a quiet laugh.


“Carpe Diem, huh?”


Now and then, Hall Masters whose contamination had risen too high could be seen crunching medicine made from Horned Beast horns before heading back into the Tower.


Every second seemed precious to them.


“...Everyone is working hard. Even after living for hundreds of years, they still think they can change something. Idiots.”


No one answered her.


Even so, she continued speaking into the darkness.


“So, is that the new ‘hope’ you found?”


An answer came from the darkness a moment later.


“...Seolha, what exactly are you plotting?”


“Plotting? That hurts. We are meeting again after so long, and you are going to be so cold?”


The woman with the chain scythe, called Seolha, glanced behind her.


When had he appeared? The Cloak of the Recluse shimmered there. He took the form of an old man, dressed in a dignified black robe that trailed to his feet.


It was Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


Seolha smiled.


“Master, be a little warmer to me.”


“I have no intention of letting you call me by that title.”


“What a temper.”


“Why are you here?”


“I have business.”


Cheongheo’s expression hardened at those words.


“I told you. I have no intention of returning to 「Rupture」.”


“Ah, do not look so serious. You look even older when you do that, master.”


Seolha giggled and shook the bottle.


“Want a drink?”


“No.”


“What is this? You used to be unable to get enough of liquor and women.”


Instead of answering, Cheongheo asked, “Is the Rupture Master well?”


“They are. These days, they still mention you sometimes.”


“What nonsense.”


“I miss you too, master.”


“Do not lie.”


“Okay.”


Seolha smiled. Yet her pale smile held no emotion at all.


“Still, come back, master. Everyone is waiting for you.”


“I will not return.”


“Why?”


“Because I cannot be with those who are not even human.”


Seolha’s expression twisted strangely.


“You always said that. Humanity, humanity. ‘You must not give up on humanity.’”


“「Rupture」 abandoned humanity.”


“That is not true. We fight for humanity too. More precisely, we are the only ones who fight for humanity.”


“No. After the 「Great Disappearance」, Rupture was already finished. You are nothing more than an organization that has lost both its purpose and ideals.”


Seolha fell silent for a moment before continuing.


“Master, you have no right to say that.”


An indescribable passion filled her voice.


“Because you were one of the people who planned that damned 「Great Disappearance」, were you not?”


“...That is not true.”


“Of course, it did not unfold the way you wanted. Still, you did not stop the 「Great Disappearance」 in the end. More precisely, you stood by and watched it happen.”


“...”


“Well, I am grateful. Without you, I would not exist as I am now.”


Cheongheo did not answer. He silently looked at Seolha’s face.


The face of a little girl who had survived the 「Great Disappearance」 seven hundred years ago passed before his eyes.


“Master, did you know? Even now, there are people in Rupture who try to Awaken through the method you taught them. They are people with neither talent nor connections.”


“...”


“To become stronger, they swing their swords at one another a hundred times, a thousand times. They swing their swords like that, then kill each other again and again.”


“...”


“After swinging their swords millions, tens of millions of times and killing all their friends, they gradually forget why they first took up a sword. Once they have swung it a hundred million times, some of them start breaking down and drive their swords into their own throats. Only a very few survive and reach one billion. They become numb to life and death, and they can see the world from beyond humanity. Only then do they gain the first keyword of Awakening, 「Dismantling」.”


“...That was the wrong keyword.”


“There you go again. What would you know when you could not even become a complete Awakened One?”


“I know. I have seen beings reach the third stage of Awakening through the method I created.”


“No. A coward like you does not know.”


At those words, pure white began to spread around Cheongheo.


Cheongheo’s Unique World, White Horn World, had unfolded.


It was an intense threat, declaring that he would settle the matter with the power of Awakening if necessary.


“It has not changed, this ‘Unique World’ of yours.”


Seolha spoke mockingly as she looked at Cheongheo’s Unique World, blank as white drawing paper.


“You were too afraid to paint anything into the ‘Unique World’ you worked so hard to create.”


The next moment, lightning began striking throughout White Horn World.


Seolha’s chain scythe was unraveling.


When lightning tore apart Cheongheo’s Unique World, a new Unique World began staining the white backdrop.


A foul scent of blood rose fiercely around Cheongheo.


Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood.


A world dyed crimson. Tens of thousands of corpses. Bloodstains forming an ocean.


Cheongheo instantly realized where this Unique World had come from.


“How does it feel? Looking at the masterpiece you made, master?”


Cheongheo staggered back. The collision of their worlds alone had inflicted a severe blow on him.


Gritting his teeth, Cheongheo spoke.


“...I heard you became a commander. Have you reached the third stage of Awakening?”


“Third stage? Only that?”


Under that terrifying force, Cheongheo fell to his knees without realizing it. An immense pressure weighed down his entire body.


Cheongheo bit down on his blue lips and resisted that world with all his strength.


Seolha looked at Cheongheo, who could not even lift his head as he knelt, and spoke.


“Master, do not let a ‘living person’ pretend to be one of the ‘dead.’ Come back to 「Rupture」.”


“...”


“You know it too, master. Nothing can change in Chaos. No, the world will not change.”


Cheongheo raised his head at those words.


“It can change.”


“What?”


“I said it can change.”


Something like heat passed through Cheongheo’s eyes.


Seolha took a step back as though that heat had scorched her.


At that moment, lights came on outside the Inner Fortress’s spire, and a man appeared.
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Jaehwan began adjusting the time-control device attached to the Tower’s outer wall. It did not take long.


He looked briefly toward the Inner Fortress spire, where Seolha and Cheongheo were, then disappeared into the Tower as if he had lost interest.


Watching him go, Seolha spoke.


“Is that him?”


“...”


“Is he the one who changed you?”


Cheongheo slowly rose from his seat and said to Seolha,


“...Give me a drink.”


After hesitating for a moment, Seolha handed him a drink.


Before long, a flush of intoxication reddened his face. The two remained silent for a long time.


Yet some things did not need to be spoken.


Disbelief filled Seolha’s eyes. She was surprised that the old man before her could still wear such an expression. Perhaps that was why she could not suppress the strange feeling welling up inside her, and the words slipped out.


“I came here to kill you.”


Cheongheo looked into Seolha’s eyes for a moment.


The eyes of a woman whose heart had gone empty.


He seemed to weigh the sincerity in them before replying.


“Then kill me.”


“But I’ve changed my mind a little.”


Looking toward the Tower of Nightmares Carpe Diem, Seolha said,


“I think something interesting is about to happen.”


“Are you planning to interfere?”


“Interfere?”


A mocking smile touched Seolha’s lips. It was the smile of someone who knew every possible future.


“You’ll fail. Just like you did in 《Chaos》 nine hundred years ago, and again in the 《Great Realm》 seven hundred years ago. Just like when you abandoned us and fled back here.”


“Well, this time will be different.”


Yu Seolha, Second Division Commander of Rupture, could not accept that an old man who had spent a thousand years steeped in despair deeper than anyone else could wear that expression.


She did not want to acknowledge that the old man who had abandoned everything had found new hope at the end of despair.


“Rupture will be watching all of you.”


With those cold words, Seolha disappeared. The chilly night wind dampened the lonely old man’s cheek.


Left alone, Cheongheo drained the drink she had left behind and muttered with a sigh,


“...Fine liquor.”


* * *


Since entering the Tower, Cayman had completely lost his sense of time. He could hardly tell how much had passed.


Only fragments of memory remained. Repeated Stabs. Sparring with Jaehwan.


Cayman cast aside nine hundred years and learned Jaehwan’s world.


Then, at some point...


Cayman passed beyond Awakening’s second keyword, Understanding, and finally reached the third keyword, Selflessness. His soul, driven to its limit, tore apart as his sense of self was reborn. It was a stage beyond doubting and understanding the world, a stage where one forgot the self that had grown accustomed to it.


He did not know how many Stabs he had repeated.


A hundred million? A billion? Perhaps even ten billion.


That number was absurd when measured in time, but Cayman believed he had truly repeated the Stab that many times.


At some point, he had forgotten everything in the world. He had forgotten numbers. He had forgotten skills.


When Cayman’s training ended, he opened his eyes.


“Congratulations.”


Jaehwan stood before him. At the sight of him, Cayman was suddenly overcome with a distant, dizzying feeling. Jaehwan’s stature, something Cayman had never properly grasped until now, pressed down on his entire body.


He could not fathom the Fortress Lord’s strength.


According to Cheongheo, Jaehwan was also a third-stage Awakened One. Even so, Cayman felt an enormous wall between Jaehwan and himself.


The moment he sensed that wall, anxiety overtook him.


“Have I truly become stronger?”


“Considerably.”


“But in only two years...”


“Two years?”


Cayman’s expression changed at the question.


“The second floor we’re on has a different time ratio from the first floor, where the other Hall Masters are.”


“Then how much time has passed?”


Instead of answering, Jaehwan patted Cayman on the shoulder.


“Test your strength yourself.”


* * *


In the Inner Fortress’s Rear Garden, where the Tower of Nightmares 《Carpe Diem》 stood, a crowd had gathered and murmured among themselves. Most were figures in key positions within Gorgon Fortress, including Inner Fortress officials and Horn Lords.


Standing at their center, Yulhen watched Carpe Diem’s Summoning Gate with an anxious expression.


“...It’s finally today.”


Today was the day the Abyss Expedition, including the Fortress Lord, would return after completing a week of training. Only one week would have passed in Chaos, but two years should have passed inside the Tower.


Two years.


It sounded brief, but it was not so short upon reflection. Above all, that monstrous Fortress Lord had entered with the Hall Masters.


The Anti-Evil Squad Commander beside Yulhen asked,


“The Fortress Lord will return before Three Fortresses Meeting, right?”


Three Fortresses Meeting.


That was the name of the event to be held that afternoon. Today, the Fortress Lords of the three Fortresses excluding Manticore, namely Gorgon, Garuda, and Dryad, were scheduled to gather in Gorgon for a small event.


The problem was that Gorgon was not hosting this event because it wanted to.


“We have to believe he will.”


Perhaps that was also what the Fortress Lords of Dryad and Garuda were after. The proposal for Three Fortresses Meeting had arrived as soon as the Fortress Lord left.


On the surface, they claimed they wanted to discuss Manticore, which had been occupied by Geumcheon Hall, but their real goal was obvious.


They must be after the Abyss Expedition.


It was the first time in nine hundred years that a force of this caliber had gathered in 《Chaos》.


Six of the Ten Halls of Chaos had submitted, and there were no fewer than two Awakened Ones, including the Fortress Lord and Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair. If they further organized their ranks and prepared steadily, they might truly have the strength to unify Chaos, just as the Fortress Lord had said.


How could anyone not covet a force like that?


Having seen through the other Fortress Lords’ intentions, Yulhen tried to delay Three Fortresses Meeting as much as possible. The other side, however, had been utterly overbearing.


“The safety of all 《Chaos》 is at stake! How can this be delayed any longer?”


Before Yulhen could even express an intention to refuse, a Messenger Hawk arrived with news that Garuda’s delegation had already departed.


Then Yulhen realized it. They had already finished their calculations.


Fortress Lord, you need to return quickly.


These were Fortress Lords, not just anyone else. And in 《Chaos》, only another Fortress Lord could deal with Fortress Lords.


...No, strictly speaking, not another Fortress Lord.


Yulhen recalled Jaehwan’s blunt but dependable voice. Something deep within settled.


Three Fortresses Meeting was imminent, and Geumcheon Hall still threatened them. A few Lords of the 《Great Realm》 had begun noticing the strange atmosphere in 《Chaos》, and by now, rumors of the Abyss Expedition might have reached the 《Palace of Rebirth》 as well.


There was no telling how many more terrible things awaited them.


Even so, whenever Yulhen thought of Jaehwan, their anxiety faded. There was a strange faith that he would somehow solve whatever happened.


Yulhen could not be the only one who felt that way.


The remarkable sight of everyone waiting in the Rear Garden was proof of that trust.


As soon as it was time for Jaehwan to return, Horn Lords including Karlton, Claire, and Meikal had flocked to the Rear Garden without needing to be told. They silently watched Carpe Diem’s Summoning Gate. Some watched with hopeful eyes, while others looked a little uneasy, like Yulhen.


Still, they all felt the same.


As Yulhen watched the scene, their chest suddenly swelled with emotion.


The side gate to the Rear Garden creaked loudly, and Inner Fortress guards came rushing in. The one at the front called out to Yulhen in a desperate voice.


“Chief Internal Administrator!”


The instant Yulhen saw the guard’s expression, they understood what had happened. The Fortress Lords had arrived earlier than expected.


At that moment, bright light burst from Carpe Diem’s Summoning Gate.


The Hall Masters were returning.


* * *


The trouble began an hour later, with Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall.


Inside the Inner Fortress’s conference room, Kang Hwang had silently observed Three Fortresses Meeting for quite some time. Then he suddenly slammed his hand down on the table and rose from his seat.


“So what you’re saying is that you can’t recognize our Fortress Lord as the Expedition Commander, is that it?”


“That isn’t what we mean...”


“What do you mean it isn’t? That’s what it sounds like to me!”


Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, who had been listening nearby, released a fierce wave of energy and shouted,


“Fairness in selecting the Expedition Commander? You stayed quiet until the Abyss Expedition was formed, and now you talk about fairness?”


“How insolent, Thunder God!”


“Insolent, my ass.”


Yoon Yong’s face was full of indignation.


No, to be precise, most of the Hall Masters looked much the same.


It made sense. The people claiming to represent Dryad and Garuda had been casually saying things like this.


“The current expedition structure is too unstable!”


“Entrusting command to someone from outside Chaos carries too much risk!”


“The current Fortress Lord’s identity is unclear!”


“Gorgon founding an expedition unilaterally violates the rules of the Four Fortresses Pact!”


They had brought up the outdated Four Fortresses Pact, which had been broken for ages, and questioned the Fortress Lord’s identity despite it having nothing to do with the subject. None of it had anything to do with the current issue, the Geumcheon Hall crisis.


Before long, the discussion had drifted far away from Manticore and Geumcheon Hall.


Yulhen had expected things to unfold this way, but the atmosphere had grown uglier than expected, leaving the Chief Internal Administrator unable to hide their dismay.


“Things seem to be getting heated. Everyone, please calm down and return to the first topic...”


Yulhen quickly stepped in to ease the tension, but the conflict at Three Fortresses Meeting reached its peak with the sudden declaration of Garuda’s Fortress Lord.


“Fine. Since the matter has come up, let us say it plainly. You are correct. I propose that the Expedition Commander who will lead the Abyss Expedition be chosen again through a fair evaluation.”


Yulhen had not expected him to be so blatant.


What deepened Yulhen’s suspicions even further was that the person who had said it was Gal Hwidong, Cold-Blooded Golden Sovereign and Fortress Lord of Garuda.


...Strange.


Garuda Fortress was currently suffering because of Geumcheon Hall. After Manticore Fortress fell, Geumcheon Hall’s offensive had turned directly toward Garuda. Garuda’s Fortress Lord, Gal Hwidong, should have been more concerned about Geumcheon Hall than anyone.


“I do not fully agree with Garuda’s Fortress Lord, but it would also be difficult to say that his argument has no merit at all.”


When Aisa Lindcroft, Fortress Lord of Dryad, supported Garuda’s side as well, the atmosphere became even more serious.


Yulhen’s heart sank. Something had felt strange since Three Fortresses Meeting was first planned. Still, Yulhen had not imagined the Fortress Lords had made such thorough arrangements in advance.


Letting them speak any further would be dangerous.


Before Yulhen could open their mouth, Aisa Lindcroft turned her gaze toward them.


“Besides, it is strange that Gorgon’s Fortress Lord is not attending Three Fortresses Meeting. Where has he gone? You must have received proper notice of this meeting.”


“That’s right. Where has Gorgon’s Fortress Lord gone?”


That was the greatest problem with the current Three Fortresses Meeting.


Though all the Hall Masters from the Adaptation Team had returned, Jaehwan, the South Sea Hall Master Cayman, and Cheongheo still showed no sign of returning.


As a result, Gorgon had no decision-maker, and Three Fortresses Meeting was being led about by the other side.


Naturally, the Abyss Expedition’s other Hall Masters could not stand by and watch any longer.


Jegal Myeong was the first to respond.


“The Fortress Lord is delayed by a matter that requires his attention. The Chief Internal Administrator is acting in his place, so there should be no issue continuing the meeting as it is.”


“Hmm. I am surprised the Scholar Forest Hall Master is taking Gorgon’s side.”


Gal Hwidong, Garuda’s Fortress Lord, continued with a mocking smile.


“I did not believe it when I heard that six of the Ten Halls had entered Gorgon’s service. Especially you, Scholar Forest Hall Master, who are called Chaos’s greatest strategist.”


“That is...”


“No matter how I think about it, I cannot understand. What exactly are you plotting?”


Garuda’s Fortress Lord looked over the Ten Hall Masters as if he truly could not understand.


“It is not a plot, but...”


“I heard Gorgon’s Fortress Lord is a mere child who has lived only fifty years.”


Several of the Ten Hall Masters quietly covered their foreheads at the all-too-familiar turn of events. The others began burning with anger.


“Are you people in your right minds? You want to form the Abyss Expedition by trusting that child? And you want to make that man the Expedition Commander?”


Yulhen was about to speak to calm everyone down when,


“Hey. Say that again.”


Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, had drawn his sword and leveled its point at Garuda’s Fortress Lord.


As if he had been waiting for this moment, Gal Hwidong, Garuda’s Fortress Lord, smiled with gleaming teeth.


“Now the real gathering begins.”
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That was why the two sides now stood lined up across from each other in the training ground.


Between them, with a battle ready to break out at any moment, Dryad’s Fortress Lord kept trying to mediate.


“Please, both sides, calm down. Chaos is already in enough turmoil. Further conflict will not be wise.”


“Dryad’s Fortress Lord, this is a fight that cannot be avoided.”


Gal Hwidong, the Cold-Blooded Golden Sovereign and Fortress Lord of Garuda, showed no sign of backing down.


“Are you truly going to hand 《Chaos》 over to some brat whose identity you do not even know? Look at the Ten Hall Masters of Chaos. None of them are in their right minds.”


“Are you done talking?”


After the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, who had been boiling with rage, the Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong stepped forward as well. Even Jegal Myeong, the Scholar Forest Hall Master, who had remained calm until now, added a word.


“Those are certainly not words we can overlook.”


Until just a few days ago, the Hall Masters had looked upon Jaehwan with disdain. Seeing them change this much left Yulhen with a strange feeling.


That was not the only surprising thing.


...Is this the result of their training? What incredible energy.


Separate from the grim turn of events, Yulhen could not hide their admiration the more closely they observed each Hall Master.


Their week of training had not been in vain. Having learned one another’s skills, the Hall Masters possessed an air of strength that could not be compared to what they had shown a week ago.


Even Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, who had once been the weakest among them, now carried himself with the presence worthy of one of the Ten Hall Masters. He had once barely clung to his rank, but he had become a true Ten Hall Master.


“So you are saying you do not like our Fortress Lord serving as the Expedition Commander, correct?”


“If you insist on putting it that way, yes.”


“If you want to replace the commander, you will have to face us first. We have no intention of changing commanders.”


Yoon Yong stepped forward and drew his sword. Someone from Garuda’s side came forward as well.


Amazingly, it was Garuda’s Fortress Lord himself.


A seasoned eighth-stage Adapter.


Gal Hwidong, the Cold-Blooded Golden Sovereign.


He was a formidable opponent for Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, who had only been a sixth-stage Adapter until recently.


Still, the Thunder God Hall Master did not retreat. Gal Hwidong smiled coldly and beckoned to Yoon Yong.


“I will let you make the first move.”


The moment Yoon Yong’s sword moved, Gal Hwidong’s ease vanished completely.


Thunder God Energy tore through the air and came crashing down on Gal Hwidong from all directions. Its power was impossible to believe for a sixth-stage Adapter.


A seventh-stage Adapter.


In only a week, Yoon Yong had advanced an entire stage. Having reached its peak, Yoon Yong’s Thunder God Energy moved freely at his will, pressuring Gal Hwidong from every side.


“...That is all?”


Gal Hwidong quickly regained his composure. He was, after all, an eighth-stage Adapter. With every advancement, the difference in an Adapter’s strength became enormous.


Gal Hwidong was powerful enough to fight three or four seventh-stage Adapters at once.


He unleashed his primary skill, Meteor Gold Wheels.


Golden rings burst from Gal Hwidong’s hands and rained down on the Thunder God Hall Master, radiating murderous intent.


When the gold wheels, filled with an eighth-stage Adapter’s spiritual power and driven by monstrous rotational force, collided with the Thunder God Energy, the energy scattered without a trace.


Yoon Yong took several steps back, his face darkening slightly.


Gal Hwidong’s gold wheels had destroyed the Thunder God Energy without losing any of their force. If anything, they shone even brighter, dazzlingly filling the surrounding area.


It was an attack that Thunder God Energy alone could not stop.


Then flames burst from the point of the Thunder God Hall Master’s sword. Gal Hwidong knew exactly what skill it was, and his expression changed.


“Fire King Sword?”


Fire King’s Eighteen Swords.


It could not match Thunder God Energy in speed, but its destructive force surpassed even Gal Hwidong’s Meteor Gold Wheels. The Thunder God Hall Master was now wielding that skill.


...Did they teach their skills to one another?


Only then did Gal Hwidong understand how the Thunder God Hall Master, known for decades as a sixth-stage Adapter, had crossed the wall into the seventh stage.


Every skill possessed by the Ten Hall Masters was top-class. If someone learned such skills one after another and did not grow rapidly, that would be stranger.


“You gave away your own skills so casually? Have the Ten Hall Masters even thrown away their pride?”


“Does pride put food on the table?”


Despite the enormous gap in spiritual power, the Meteor Gold Wheels that collided with the flames melted away in showers of light. Their durability could not withstand the heat of Fire King’s Eighteen Swords.


The gap in spiritual power was being offset by the compatibility between their skills. Flames streamed from Fire King’s Eighteen Swords, forming a barrier before the Thunder God Hall Master.


Gal Hwidong gritted his teeth.


It had only been a week. How much could they have learned in just one week?


Gal Hwidong unleashed Meteor Gold Wheels once more.


“Go!”


The gold wheels shot from his hands, forming a precise battle formation as they flew. They advanced into the Fire King’s flames in a wedge formation.


The wheels at the front burned away, allowing those behind them to survive through the wall of flames.


A few of the onlookers gasped in admiration at the clever tactic.


“As expected of Garuda’s Fortress Lord. That attack cannot be avoided.”


Yet Gal Hwidong soon realized that his decisive attack had failed.


The Thunder God Hall Master was nowhere to be seen where the flames had faded. Gal Hwidong noticed that the scenery around him had become hazy.


“Even Hidden Form Eight Formations?”


A top-class formation skill that created a hazy fog to block an opponent’s vision. Alongside Eight Gates of Hell, it was one of the Scholar Forest Hall Master’s proudest skills.


“How many top-class skills did you learn?”


Soon, Thunder God Energy and Fire King’s Eighteen Swords came flying from all corners of the Hidden Form Eight Formations at once.


Gal Hwidong hurriedly sent out his gold wheels, but he was gradually being forced onto the defensive.


Despite his tremendous spiritual power, his Meteor Gold Wheels were slowly losing strength before the proper combination of so many different skills.


In the end, Gal Hwidong unleashed his lifesaving move.


Myriad Sea Gold Wheels, the ultimate technique of Meteor Gold Wheels, pierced through the thick fog and flew in every direction.


It was a spectacular sight, as though hundreds of meteor showers were pouring forth from his body.


Then someone appeared behind him like a ghost.


It was Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, who had concealed himself within the fog of the Hidden Form Eight Formations.


Gal Hwidong’s expression stiffened as he saw the Spiritual Pressure gathered at the tip of Yoon Yong’s sword. He recognized the skill at once.


It was a sword technique called the strongest skill in Chaos.


Azure Sky Sword Form.


The Azure Sky Sword Form, Shin Mugeuk’s primary skill, was about to unfold from the Thunder God Hall Master’s fingertips. Gal Hwidong instinctively knew that his gold wheels would not be able to withstand it.


Do I have to use that?


Gal Hwidong’s sleeve fluttered, revealing a tattoo shaped like a pure white bird on his left arm.


A tattoo possessed by every Fortress Lord in Chaos.


It began to emit a brilliant light in an instant.


“Stop!”


Magnificent spiritual power shook the sky and swept across the training ground.


Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, who had been preparing Azure Sky Sword Form, stopped with a frown. Gal Hwidong, whose hand rested on the tattoo on his left arm, stopped as well.


The owner of that overwhelming spiritual power was none other than Shin Mugeuk, the Limitless Hall Master.


“Were you about to use a Guardian Horned Beast?”


“...”


“Guardian Horned Beasts were not made to be used in a situation like this.”


It was a perfectly timed intervention.


If the match had continued, Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, would have lost.


Shin Mugeuk continued while looking at the brightly glowing tattoo on Gal Hwidong’s left arm.


“Put Garuda away. Are you planning to use an anti-Deadman weapon here?”


Gal Hwidong’s lips twitched. With a frustrated expression, he lowered his sleeve, sharply turned around, and disappeared into his side’s formation.


“...I lost.”


The moment Gal Hwidong declared defeat, cheers erupted among the Gorgon warriors.


A seventh-stage Adapter had defeated an eighth-stage Adapter. Something impossible had happened.


And his opponent had been a Fortress Lord.


Perhaps watching the first match had made them restless, because Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, stepped forward and shouted,


“I am next!”


“No, I am!”


Jegal Myeong, the Scholar Forest Hall Master, would not be left out either.


Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, frowned.


“What are you talking about? My turn is not over yet...”


The next moment, all three fell silent.


Someone had stepped into the center of the training ground without a word.


Seeing him, Yoon Yong quietly stepped back. He was an opponent deserving of that much respect.


Strange sighs escaped from all around.


“I do not wish to drag this out.”


Shin Mugeuk, the Limitless Hall Master and Azure Sky Sword, had stepped forward himself.


Other than Jaehwan and Cheongheo, Shin Mugeuk was the strongest person in Gorgon Fortress. Who would dare stop him if he wanted to fight? The Hall Masters who knew his strength could only quietly withdraw.


Shin Mugeuk looked toward Garuda and Dryad’s camps with piercing eyes and spoke.


“Who will face me? Gal Hwidong? Or you, Aisa Lindcroft?”


Gal Hwidong, the Cold-Blooded Golden Sovereign, scowled. Aisa Lindcroft remained silent as well.


That was how powerful Shin Mugeuk was.


He was an absolute powerhouse said to be unbeatable in one-on-one combat even by the Heavenly Dragon Hall Master, who held the first seat. Among eighth-stage Adapters, there was no one who could stand against him.


Then someone moved.


“...Goddess Hall Master? What are you doing?”


Ja Geukryeong, the Goddess Hall Master, moved and ran toward the center of the training ground.


“Are you saying you will fight me?”


“Me? Of course not.”


Ja Geukryeong smiled brightly as she crossed the training ground and took her place on Garuda’s side.


Jegal Myeong, the Scholar Forest Hall Master, frowned at the sight.


“What are you doing?”


“Just as you can see. I switched sides.”


She was switching sides now, when the Limitless Hall Master had stepped forward himself?


It made no sense. Even if she came from Dryad, the southern fortress, and was acquainted with Aisa Lindcroft, Dryad’s Fortress Lord...


“I think this side has a better chance of winning.”


The Hall Masters erupted in anger at once. Jegal Myeong, the Scholar Forest Hall Master, was the first to speak.


“I knew you held resentment toward Gorgon’s Fortress Lord.”


“...Did you?”


“But you know the Limitless Hall Master’s strength as well, do you not? You will never be able to replace the Expedition Commander.”


Even if the Goddess Hall Master, strengthened by two years of training, joined the other side, the outcome would be the same. The other Hall Masters had not spent that time idly either.


Ja Geukryeong opened her mouth.


“Well, I do not think so.”


Just as Jegal Myeong was about to respond, someone opened the door on the opposite side of the training ground and entered.


He passed straight by the Fortress Lords of Dryad and Garuda before reaching the center of the training ground.


“Limitless Hall Master, I will be your opponent.”


He was a handsome middle-aged man with a gentle, approachable impression.


Yet several Hall Masters looked at him in shock. Even the usually expressionless Limitless Hall Master looked startled.


“You are...”


Only after seeing the newly arrived man did Yulhen realize who had planned Three Fortresses Meeting.


Yulhen had thought there must be someone behind this.


It had been strange enough for Garuda and Dryad, who had such poor relations, to be cooperating.


There was only one being capable of saving Garuda Fortress from Geumcheon Hall’s oppression and bringing even Dryad’s wise Fortress Lord to heel.


Intense Spiritual Pressure, which only one with the stature of a Lord could release, surged through the training ground as if to suffocate everyone within it.


Footnotes:
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Dryad’s Fortress Lord, Aisa Lindcroft, watched the situation in the training ground with a stiff expression. Truthfully, she did not like how things had turned out.


...Was this really the right choice?


Aisa exchanged a glance with the woman who had entered alongside the handsome middle-aged man. The woman was an envoy from the 《Great Realm》 who had visited Aisa not long ago.


“The Fortress Lord of Gorgon is more dangerous than even the Geumcheon Hall Master. He intends to use the Abyss Expedition to unite Chaos.”


The woman’s name was Hye-yeong. She was an Adapter under the Lord of Steel, the Lord of the Fifth Zone in the 《Great Realm》.


“The Lord has designated him a Threat Point.”


A Threat Point.


A brand placed upon those who sought to change 《Chaos》.


Whenever Threat Points appeared, signs of hope emerged in 《Chaos》. Yet Aisa Lindcroft, who had lived for 970 years, knew well that such signs always led straight to despair.


“If he is not removed, a bloody storm will sweep through Chaos.”


It had been the same 900 years ago, when Mulack had been designated a first-grade Threat Point. Aisa had never once forgotten the souls of Chaos who had died at the hands of the Lords and Great Families back then.


...I cannot let that tragedy repeat itself.


Yulhen’s expression changed by the second while watching the two exchange looks.


To think the Lord of Steel was behind this meeting.


Even Fortress Lords would never dare act so rudely toward Gorgon, where the Ten Hall Masters were gathered.


Yulhen looked at the woman coordinating signals with Aisa Lindcroft, Dryad’s Fortress Lord.


The woman named Hye-yeong, who had participated in the tournament.


Yulhen recognized Hye-yeong.


The moment the tournament ended, Hye-yeong had made an offer to Gorgon Fortress. The offer itself had not been bad. She had said she would help the Abyss Expedition defeat Geumcheon Hall from behind the scenes.


But Jaehwan had refused.


“Chaos does not need the Lords’ help.”


Perhaps the refusal had offended her, because Hye-yeong left Gorgon immediately. It seemed that Dryad Fortress had been where she went afterward.


Once Jaehwan rejected the offer, the Lord of Steel immediately changed targets and formed a new force. That was the full story behind the Three Fortresses Meeting that had erupted today.


“It has been a long time, Limitless Hall Master.”


The handsome middle-aged man spoke.


“Are you not even going to greet an old friend after so long?”


“Bang Cheonil.”


Shin Mugeuk knew the man before him well.


At the center of a training ground filled with seventh-stage and eighth-stage Adapters stood a handsome middle-aged man, proudly radiating Spiritual Pressure without pause. He was one of the Lords who had blocked Shin Mugeuk and Cheongheo at the entrance of the 《Abyss》 900 years ago.


《Chaos》’s sworn enemy, who had slaughtered countless souls and stolen the Fruit.


Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord.


That was what those of the 《Great Realm》 called him.


Shin Mugeuk’s sword slid from its sheath.


“You have some nerve returning to 《Chaos》.”


“Do you still hold a grudge over what happened back then?”


Bang Cheonil clicked his tongue as though he pitied him.


“It was 900 years ago. Do not be so petty when we both came from the same martial world.”


Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord, had come from the same martial world as Shin Mugeuk, the Limitless Hall Master, and Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


He was one of the 《Great Realm》’ absolute powerhouses. Along with his Companions, he had cleared Moby-Dick, the Master’s Tower, then surpassed the Ninth Adaptation Stage and obtained the stature of a Lord.


“The same martial world?”


Shin Mugeuk’s voice burned harshly.


“You betrayed the martial world. How dare you say that?”


“Huh Yu forgave me easily enough, but you are different.”


At the mention of Huh Yu, Shin Mugeuk’s face twisted.


“You bastard, do not tell me you joined the Lord of Steel?”


“Yes.”


“...Huh Yu has really gone soft. To think he took in trash like you.”


“Haha. Our Lord cannot resist anyone from the same martial world.”


Bang Cheonil continued with a sly smile.


“The Lord misses you greatly, my friend.”


“Friend?”


At that moment, Shin Mugeuk moved.


“I have never had a friend like you.”


With a sharp whistle, Shin Mugeuk’s sword flew toward Bang Cheonil’s heart.


“Mugeuk, you cannot defeat me. You know that.”


“Shut up!”


Shin Mugeuk’s sword was effortlessly stopped by Bang Cheonil’s palm.


Each Adaptation Stage carried a vast gap, but there was one transition more overwhelming than all the others.


The transition from the Eighth Adaptation Stage to the Ninth Adaptation Stage.


There was a reason only ninth-stage Adapters could obtain the stature of a Lord.


They were not quite equal to the Infinite Circuit possessed by tenth-stage Adapters, but ninth-stage Adapters possessed spiritual power circuits comparable to it. Their power was on another level from that of lower-stage Adapters.


It was power beyond the heavens.


The Ninth Adaptation Stage corresponded exactly to the rank of Lieutenant General among the Lords of the twelve zones.


“Haaah!”


Shin Mugeuk had been unable to defeat Bang Cheonil 900 years ago either.


Bang Cheonil, recruited by the 《Palace of Rebirth》, had taken the Fruit from him and cost him precious friends. Shin Mugeuk had gritted his teeth and trained all this time to repay the humiliation of 900 years ago, yet he had still failed to cross the wall of the Ninth Adaptation Stage.


Even so, Shin Mugeuk could not retreat.


Could he give up just because it was a battle he could not win?


He had lived without kneeling before those distant 900 years, that resentment, and that despair. He had swung his sword without end and mastered skills without end.


And today had come.


Dozens of exchanges occurred in an instant.


Shin Mugeuk’s Azure Sky Sword Form, polished to the peak of mastery, was slowly being pushed back by Bang Cheonil’s palm, coated in white spiritual power.


Unlike Shin Mugeuk, whose breathing grew ragged as his mental strength drained away, Bang Cheonil casually deflected every attack. He looked completely relaxed.


It was obvious how the battle would end if this continued. The Hall Masters let out pained groans.


To think even the mighty Limitless Hall Master could not defeat him.


At some point, apparently deciding he could not continue like this, the Limitless Hall Master’s sword form changed. Shin Mugeuk’s Azure Sky Sword Form tore through the air and rushed toward Bang Cheonil.


Azure Sky Sword Form

Secret Art

Heaven-Breaking Form


It was a blow containing 900 years.


The final technique of Azure Sky Sword Form, the Heaven-Breaking Form, was the strongest skill Shin Mugeuk possessed.


Heaven-Breaking Form, the ultimate skill with enough force to shatter the sky.


Yet it broke apart helplessly at a gesture from Bang Cheonil.


The immense palm force produced through his spiritual power circuit did not merely erase the sword force of Heaven-Breaking Form. It swept up even the Hall Masters around the training ground.


“Kuaaah!”


A moment later, the Limitless Hall Master barely remained standing at the center of the training ground, his entire body in tatters.


The Hall Masters struck by the aftershock slowly rose one after another. Darkness filled the eyes of those who had been so confident moments ago.


Was this the power of a Lord?


Their opponent was not a Great Lord who ruled the twelve zones. He was not even a General directly beneath a Great Lord, nor a Warlord below that.


Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord, was a Lieutenant General, the lowest rank among the three commander ranks.


Yet a Lieutenant General possessed this much power.


This was the enemy they had to face.


Yulhen’s shoulders trembled.


It did not seem that even the Fortress Lord could defeat that man. The lingering impact of the Path of the Wave remained deep in Yulhen’s heart, but the fear inspired by the opponent before them was overwhelming.


How could they dream of an Abyss Expedition when they could not even defeat Bang Cheonil?


“You cannot win.”


The resolve that had swelled within them for a moment was brutally trampled beneath Bang Cheonil’s words.


He looked at the other Hall Masters and continued.


“Give up your futile hopes. Have you not already risen high enough in 《Chaos》? Do not covet a sky you cannot reach, unless you wish for soul extinction.”


Shin Mugeuk, barely supporting himself with his sword, staggered and fell to his knees.


It felt as though the entire world had fallen to its knees.


Was this really the end? Were their two grueling years worth only this much?


That was when the main gates of the training ground swung wide open.


A strange wave of energy swept through the area, and a few Hall Masters turned around without realizing it.


A shabby-looking man had opened the gates and was walking toward the center of the training ground.


Bang Cheonil narrowed his eyes at the sight and asked Hye-yeong, “...Is that man the Fortress Lord?”


“N-no. He is...”


The man helped the fallen Hall Masters and Horn Lords to their feet one by one, then spoke in a low voice.


“I am sorry I was late.”


“South Sea Hall Master.”


Yulhen’s expression brightened after being helped up.


The man who had entered through the training ground gates was none other than Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master.


“Th-the Fortress Lord?”


“The Fortress Lord has something to attend to and will be late.”


Yulhen’s expression darkened.


Something to attend to? What could possibly be so important?


The Abyss Expedition might be finished before it could even depart. Everything they had planned for weeks was about to collapse. What could matter more than this?


Cayman quietly watched Yulhen’s eyes, then smiled faintly and patted Yulhen’s shoulder.


“It is all right, Chief Internal Administrator.”


Yulhen felt the warmth of Cayman’s hand resting on one shoulder and was suddenly filled with a strange feeling.


That warmth resembled Jaehwan’s.


Confusion filled Yulhen’s eyes.


‘...Is this truly the South Sea Hall Master I know?’


Cayman, whom Yulhen had met again after a week, had become a completely different person in every sense of the phrase. What kind of training had he undergone for the once merely bold Cayman to carry such an air?


Cayman immediately walked to the center of the training ground and helped up the fallen Limitless Hall Master.


“...Cayman.”


“Please step back. I will face him now.”


“He is not someone you can face.”


“Elder Mugeuk.”


His voice was gentle but firm.


At the power behind it, Shin Mugeuk’s eyes widened.


“Cayman, do not tell me...”


The Hall Masters hurried over, supported the Limitless Hall Master, and retreated to the edge of the training ground.


Once the area was cleared, Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, addressed the handsome middle-aged man before him.


“It has been a long time, Jade-Faced Lord.”


“You look strangely familiar.”


“I believe this is our first meeting since 900 years ago.”


“900 years ago? Hmm... Ah, perhaps.”


Bang Cheonil seemed to recall something.


“Are you that brat from back then?”


He laughed as though delighted.


“The one who could not join the Abyss Expedition because he was too weak. Am I right?”


“That did happen.”


Cayman’s expression did not change at Bang Cheonil’s insult.


A strange light flashed through Bang Cheonil’s eyes. He gradually increased the Spiritual Pressure flowing from his entire body as he asked, “You dare stand before me, so it seems you have gained some strength since then.”


“I have worked hard.”


“The Spiritual Pressure I feel from you is rather pathetic.”


“You will know once we fight.”


The answer was calm yet proud, much like Jaehwan’s own.


Bang Cheonil’s expression hardened.


“Fine. Come at me, then!”


Cayman moved as Bang Cheonil’s palm technique came flying at him.


He was so fast that the other Hall Masters could not even see him.


“Not bad.”


Perhaps surprised that Cayman had dodged his blow, Bang Cheonil began launching a fierce barrage.


The skill Bang Cheonil used was Abyss Rending, a transcendent-grade skill that surpassed even top-grade skills. It was a secret technique ranked last among the Ten Great Palm Techniques of the 《Great Realm》.


It was an ultimate technique capable of tearing every living creature in two.


It was not something Cayman could ever block with South Sea Thirty-Six Swords, a top-grade skill.


Everyone knew it, and the training ground filled with tension.


Shin Mugeuk shouted urgently.


“Cayman! Dodge!”


It was already too late to dodge.


“It is over.”


The moment Bang Cheonil’s black hand reached for Cayman’s body, Cayman’s sword tip moved strangely.


Bang Cheonil’s eyebrows twitched.


Stab?


It was the stance of Stab.


The next instant, Cayman’s Stab collided head-on with the grasp of Abyss Rending.


A faint groan came from the heart of the explosion.


Then an astonishing result unfolded.


When the blast cleared, Cayman had taken one step back.


But Bang Cheonil had taken three.


Bang Cheonil shook his hand as though his palm had gone numb.


“...What kind of skill was that?”


“Forceful Stab.”


Cayman even kindly explained the technique.


“It is stronger than Normal Stab and weaker than Hard Stab. I made it this time.”


“Are you playing games with me?”


A simple Stab had this much power?


That could not be true. There was no way a simple motion that was not even a skill could contain such power...


Then something flashed through Bang Cheonil’s mind.


“You bastard, are you an Awakened One?”


The Hall Masters’ faces brightened at those words.


“So that is it. The South Sea Hall Master has finally...!”


Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord, spoke again.


“I heard the Fortress Lord was an Awakened One, but I did not know there was another.”


“You should fight with everything you have.”


“What?”


“Otherwise, I will kill you.”


Bang Cheonil’s face turned red.


“Kill me? You dare?”


Cayman nodded once more.


“You will die here.”


Spiritual Pressure exploded from Bang Cheonil’s entire body.


It was such immense Spiritual Pressure that even the combined spiritual power of everyone present would not have been enough to match it. A few among the crowd could not endure the pressure and fell to their knees without realizing it.


“With such pathetic strength, you dare say you will defeat me?”


The ninth-stage Adapter’s spiritual power circuit spun to its limit, producing a massive amount of spiritual power.


He was unleashing Heaven Rending, the secret art of the transcendent-grade skill Abyss Rending.


It was the essence of a palm technique that could tear everything within fifty meters ahead into dust.


Even Cayman staggered for a moment beneath that immense Spiritual Pressure.


A trace of unease passed through Cayman’s mind.


Can I do it?


His ambition was bold, but Cayman’s inner self was still unstable.


After becoming an Awakened One, he did not feel calmer. Instead, something like uncertain heat boiled inside him.


It was the heart of a child.


The moment Cayman escaped the world of numbers and data and gained the power of Awakening, he felt as though he had become an innocent child. The confidence that he could do anything and the hopelessness that he could do nothing surged through him at the same time.


Had the Fortress Lord always lived with this feeling?


Cayman knew how to overcome the unease.


It was the method Jaehwan had taught him.


Before the approaching hand of spiritual power, he slowly closed his eyes.


Humans could not exist without a world.


Those who escaped the world of numbers and data would wither away like trees unable to put down roots. That was why some who became Awakened Ones suddenly chose death.


But those who overcame that impulse and finally surpassed third-stage Awakening gained their own world to stand against the world of adaptation, the world of the System.


That was a Unique World.


When Cayman opened his eyes again, he knew that he stood at the center of a vast sea.


The scenery of the Great Sea Zone, where he had lived for 900 years.


This world was Great Sea World, the Unique World he had obtained after surpassing third-stage Awakening.


“What is this...?”


Bang Cheonil’s lips parted as he was momentarily overwhelmed by the enormous waves surging all around him.


Ferocious waves swirled around Cayman’s sword tip, then a monstrous tsunami rose to an unfathomable height and crashed down upon Bang Cheonil.


“You think such a cheap trick can...!”


The moment Abyss Rending collided with the wave-shaped sword strike, Bang Cheonil took a heavy blow and coughed up silver light.


Spiritual power was wrapped around those intangible waves.


“Urgh! Where are you? Where are you hiding?”


In a panic, Bang Cheonil unleashed palm strikes in every direction.


The next moment, a dazzling flash flew from between the scattered waves.


Hard Stab, the strongest large-scale combat skill Jaehwan had passed down, shone from Cayman’s sword tip.


Goooooo.


The technique was still unfamiliar to Cayman, and he had to endure the sudden dizziness that swept over him.


One more time.


Drawing upon the endless spiritual power around him, Cayman unleashed Hard Stab once more through the spinning world around him.


The waves burst apart, revealing Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord, being reduced to rags.


“Attend the Three Fortresses Meeting alone.”


“But there may be a powerhouse I cannot face.”


“Believe in yourself, Cayman.”


As he unleashed Stab after Stab, Cayman sank into a state of complete selflessness.


It was an intoxicating, sweet experience.


“Kuaaah!”


The Lieutenant General-class Lord, once so powerful, was collapsing before his eyes.


Then another person appeared through the waves.


It was Ja Geukryeong, the Goddess Hall Master.


Hidden weapons poured from her sleeves and flew toward Cayman. Cayman avoided them with light steps, then his expression hardened.


“The Fortress Lord told me as much. He said it would soon be time for you to start having other ideas.”


Ja Geukryeong, the Goddess Hall Master, flared up and shouted, “No matter how much stronger you have become, you cannot face us with only two years of time...”


“Two years?”


Cayman smiled quietly.


“W-what is so funny?”


Cayman did not answer.


Bang Cheonil, who had yet to fall, was once again using Abyss Rending with all his power.


The huge waves parted, and palm force more than ten meters wide rushed toward him.


His final conversation with Jaehwan passed through his mind.


“The time you trained exceeds that of the other Hall Masters by a hundredfold.”


“What?”


“You performed Stab for 200 years.”


Cayman looked at that enormous palm and extended his sword.


It was not because he trusted his sword.


It was not because he trusted his own effort.


He trusted the Fortress Lord, Jaehwan.


“You can win.”


Cayman stabbed forward with his sword with all his strength.


Spiral Kill.


The peerless technique created by Jaehwan and Cheongheo, then named by Cayman, unfolded from his sword tip.


Spiral Kill contained both the form of Stab and the subtlety of a slash. It crushed the palms of Abyss Rending, then brutally pulverized the entire body of Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord.


A thunderous roar erupted, as though the entire training ground were collapsing.


Everyone covered their ears and groaned.


How much time passed after that?


When all the smoke in the training ground finally cleared, not even a single groan could be heard.


Ah...


The mighty Lieutenant General, Bang Cheonil, Jade-Faced Lord, who had obtained the stature of a Lord, had fallen.


The subordinate of a Lord whom no one in Chaos could defeat, whom even all Ten Hall Masters together could not overcome, was being ground to pieces and scattering away as silver dust.


They had won.


The opponent they had believed they could never defeat, the enemy they had thought they could never overcome, had fallen to his knees before them.


Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, wiped his eyes. Kang Hwang, the Hall Master of Fire King Hall, cleared his throat and turned away. Jegal Myeong wore an expression of pure joy.


Even the composed Shin Mugeuk’s eyes had reddened.


The first step toward Chaos’s long-held wish had just been taken before their eyes.


Watching the scene, Cayman understood why the Fortress Lord had not come himself and had sent Cayman in his place.


Until now, the Abyss Expedition had depended too heavily on Jaehwan alone.


That could no longer continue.


From now on, 《Chaos》 had to stand on its own.


On that day, 《Chaos》 won its first victory over the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 through its own strength.


Footnotes:
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“The Rebirth War is a name I coined. I hold absolute copyright over it. What? Proof? Hmm. How about I tell you the origin of the name?


“That’s right. Most people think it was named that because they fought the 《Palace of Rebirth》, just like you do. What a stupid thought. Use your heads a little. Think about where that war took place. And try a little harder to consider what truly underwent regeneration through that war.”


Poet Euphrates.


* * *


The Three Fortresses Meeting, which had devolved into a chaotic group brawl, ended in victory for Gorgon Fortress.


A trainee reporter who happened to be stationed in Gorgon covered the event, and the results of the Three Fortresses Meeting appeared in 《Chaos This Month》. The news quickly spread throughout Chaos.


* * *


Aisa Lindcroft, Fortress Lord of Dryad, found another Fortress Lord’s office unfamiliar. It was her first time entering one.


So this is the office of Gorgon’s Fortress Lord.


As if reflecting its owner’s personality, the room held almost nothing beyond two tables, two chairs, and a couple of bookshelves.


“...Only the necessities.”


She had been taken hostage by Gorgon Fortress immediately after losing the Three Fortresses Meeting. Yet not all hostages received the same treatment.


Strictly speaking, Aisa Lindcroft was the only person gathered for the Three Fortresses Meeting who had been treated as an official envoy.


Right after the meeting broke down, Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, had called her aside when she was about to be imprisoned. They had spoken for a long time.


At the end of that long conversation, Aisa Lindcroft had finally said this.


“If you truly believe that, Cayman, then I’ll try trusting you too.”


Despite Cayman’s efforts, Aisa Lindcroft was the only envoy who had changed her mind.


Aisa sighed as she looked over the cover of 《Chaos This Month》 on the table.


“Shocking! The Jade-Faced Lord, Lieutenant General of the Fifth Zone, suffers a mysterious defeat! The victor revealed to be Cayman, South Sea Hall Master...”


“The emergence of a new Awakened One? What will become of Chaos’s fate...”


The envoys who had come with her understood the terror inspired by the Lords better than anyone.


Even if Cayman had defeated a Lieutenant General-class Lord, everyone knew that fact could not alter the greater current. Aisa had thought much the same. Still, she was curious.


What had changed them?


Cayman constantly spoke of the “Abyss Expedition,” but she had never once believed he would truly carry it out.


Creating the “Abyss Expedition” meant fighting the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


If Cayman had truly intended to set out on that expedition, he would have attacked the 《Palace of Rebirth》 long ago.


Yet Cayman had done nothing of the sort for at least nine hundred years.


“Cayman, do you really intend to fight the Lords?”


Could someone who had lived for nine hundred years change?


Aisa Lindcroft, who had lived for nine hundred seventy years, could not easily answer that question.


But she now knew the answer. A man who answered that question simply by existing stood before her.


“That is my intention.”


The changed Cayman felt unfamiliar to her.


She had thought she knew him well.


Fifth Seat of the Ten Halls of Chaos. A solitary man whose Hall faction was based in his own Fortress.


The Cayman she knew had been an Adapter plagued by inferiority. He had been scorned for not being an Over-Adapter. He had been a man of the Great Sea Zone who had collapsed in despair before a wall that effort could never overcome.


Now, there was not even a trace of that former shadow in Cayman’s expression.


“The 《Palace of Rebirth》 is an enemy beyond comparison to Geumcheon Hall.”


“I know.”


Aisa had watched Cayman defeat a Lieutenant General of the 《Great Realm》. Still, both she and Cayman knew that Lieutenant Generals were not the strongest beings in the 《Great Realm》.


Lieutenant Generals were astonishingly powerful, but among the three commander ranks, they were the weakest of the strong.


Cayman silently looked toward the Tower of Nightmares behind the Inner Fortress.


“Nine hundred years ago, we ran away once. We cannot do so again.”


Outside the window, new recruits, including several Hall Masters from the Adaptation Team, could be seen entering the Tower.


Law Horn Lord Karlton was among them. Watching the scene beside Cayman, Aisa doubted her own eyes.


“You... Were you cultivating people here?”


“Cultivation... I can see why it might look that way.”


Cayman smiled and continued.


“But that is not cultivation.”


“But that is clearly the Tower of Nightmares...”


“No one becomes a 「Product」 in that Tower. Because there is no 「Cultivator」 in it.”


A Tower without a Cultivator? Aisa looked as if she had been struck in the head with a blunt weapon.


“Could it be that the reason you became as strong as you are now is...”


Under the Hall Masters’ guidance, the stream of people heading toward the Tower did not stop.


Then Aisa noticed that ordinary Gorgon residents were mixed among the volunteers entering it. She was startled. Ordinary residents were going back into the Tower?


“Chaos can stand on its own now.”


Those who had once been cast into nightmares against their will were now walking into another nightmare to overcome this world.


Every face was grim with resolve.


Then Aisa noticed a man walking toward the Tower. As though a bad memory had surfaced, he clutched his own trembling shoulders and panted for breath.


He is this afraid, so why...?


Even so, the man did not stop walking toward the Tower. The people clenched their jaws and led their weary souls toward it.


No one had forced them, yet the residents of Chaos were choosing all this for themselves.


A choice.


The man with trembling shoulders looked back again and again as he gasped, but he gritted his teeth and refused to give up. When the Tower’s control device activated a moment later, his expression became complicated.


Aisa knew what he was seeing. No one in 《Chaos》 could fail to recognize that message.


Soon, the man’s lips formed words.


His body was enveloped in brilliant light. In that final moment, not the slightest trace of unease remained on his face.


Having watched the entire scene, Aisa murmured, “I see.”


“...”


“You... have decided to trust yourselves once more.”


When had any of them last made a proper choice?


They could talk about freedom all they liked, but they all knew it. Nine hundred years ago, 《Chaos》 had been stripped of true freedom. And that freedom would mean nothing unless they reclaimed it through their own strength.


Aisa suddenly became curious about the man who had returned freedom to 《Chaos》.


“...Where is Gorgon’s Fortress Lord now?”


* * *


An endless desert.


It was the desert region in the east of 《Chaos》, where Manticore Fortress stood.


After running for a long time with the sweltering heat at their backs, Cheongheo spoke in a blunt voice.


“...Slow down a little.”


Their pace did not lessen.


“You bastard, how long are we going to keep running?”


They had not used a teleportation station even once on the way here.


Using a station left a record. A record could allow information to leak somehow, and if information leaked, their operation could be exposed. That was Jaehwan’s reasoning.


“The Three Fortresses Meeting should be over by now.”


“I suppose so.”


“Are you really fine not going? They must have brought some formidable fighters too.”


“Cayman will have handled it.”


“Tch, with that guy’s skill...”


“Cayman is probably stronger than you now.”


“What? It’ll take that guy a hundred years to beat me!”


Cheongheo scowled and shouted.


“I had already undergone Awakening before that guy was even born!”


“You started over from the beginning this time too, old man.”


“That’s true, but...”


Cheongheo’s voice grew quieter.


Jaehwan was right. As a member of the Awakening Team, Cheongheo had joined the training with the mindset of starting everything over. He had discarded all the Awakening keywords he once possessed and succeeded in acquiring new ones.


“Come to think of it, I haven’t asked until now.”


“Asked what?”


“Why did you insist on starting over, old man? You must have been on the verge of your third Awakening.”


“Because my way was wrong.”


“So starting Awakening with different keywords changes its direction considerably?”


“...You knew?”


“I knew your way of seeing the world was different from mine.”


Cheongheo let out a groan.


The “path of Awakening” Jaehwan walked was certainly different from the one Cheongheo had walked.


「Doubt」, followed by 「Understanding」, followed by 「Selflessness」.


Cheongheo was an Awakened One, but he had never thought in concrete terms about doubting or understanding the world.


“Doubt” meant questioning the reason for one’s own existence. “Understanding” meant agonizing over the reason for the world’s existence.


But the “Awakening” Cheongheo had known until now was not so profound.


Every Awakened One of 「Rupture」, including Cheongheo, had obtained the first keyword, 「Dismantling」, then reached the third keyword, 「Selflessness」, through the second keyword, 「Assembly」.


「Dismantling」 did not question. 「Assembly」 did not agonize. They had reached Awakening without questions or anguish.


Jaehwan’s path, in contrast, was a road covered in thorns.


A path that demanded endless questions and endless anguish.


A path that required one to continually examine the validity of one’s own Unique World, even after obtaining it.


Cheongheo had only realized this after achieving his third Awakening with the same keywords as Jaehwan.


The two stopped only after running for another hour. It was a desert rest stop with a vivid blue oasis.


A few traveling merchants were chatting with their bundles spread out before them. Some stole glances in their direction.


Jaehwan looked around at the scenery and spoke.


“Let’s rest for a bit.”


As he said that, Jaehwan dropped down beside the oasis. He took something from his clothes and tossed it to Cheongheo.


“What is this?”


“Food.”


Jaehwan answered curtly, then tore apart the jerky in his hand. It was dried Horned Beast meat.


“You said eating makes you feel like you’re alive.”


Cheongheo’s body stiffened for a moment at those words.


Jaehwan ignored it, tore off another piece of jerky, and scooped up some water from the oasis to drink. Cheongheo watched him for a while, then followed suit, tearing into the jerky and drinking water.


It was a little disappointing that there was no alcohol.


Having devoured all the jerky in an instant, Jaehwan shaded his eyes with his hand and looked into the distance, as though gauging the remaining distance to their destination.


Cheongheo quietly watched him.


After completing his third Awakening, Cheongheo could see Jaehwan with new eyes.


He had thought reaching the third stage would let him properly see Jaehwan’s realm, but it had not. Cheongheo still could not grasp Jaehwan’s limits.


To be exact, there was something in Jaehwan beyond simple strength.


How would he compare to that girl Seolha?


Cheongheo recalled Yu Seolha, Rupture’s Second Commander.


Now that he reviewed her Combat Power, he knew for certain. Yu Seolha was at least a fourth-stage Awakened One.


Jaehwan, on the other hand, defied any clear judgment. At times he seemed similar to Cheongheo himself. At other times, he seemed stronger than Yu Seolha.


I have no idea how strong he really is.


Excluding the time he had spent outside the Tower, Cheongheo had trained inside it for around two hundred years. It was a long time, and training so harsh that even Cheongheo, who had lived for a thousand years, had nearly lost his mind.


Yet he had not stayed with Jaehwan the entire time.


“Kid, let me ask you something.”


“What?”


“How old are you now?”


“You’re going on about age again?”


“I heard something from Meikal.”


“What?”


“I heard the Tower’s third floor was completed a few days ago.”


Jaehwan’s lips twitched.


Cheongheo continued.


“As far as I know, you were absent from the Tower’s second floor for several decades. In 《Chaos》 time, it was exactly two days.”


“...”


“Meikal said the third floor’s time density is more than a hundred times greater than the second floor’s.”


Around the time the Tower’s third floor had been completed, Jaehwan had been absent from its second floor for two days. Where had Jaehwan been during that time?


The implication was obvious.


“...Just how many years have you trained, you bastard?”
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Jaehwan’s lips twitched for a moment before he answered.


“Two thousand years.”


“I-Is that true?”


“Would you start speaking politely if it were?”


Cheongheo’s expression hardened at Jaehwan’s words.


He had realized it was a lie.


“...Are you making fun of me? Just how long were you inside that Tower...”


“Not as long as you think.”


There was a hint of weariness in Jaehwan’s voice, so Cheongheo swallowed his retort.


No matter how many years Jaehwan had trained, the past week could not have been easy. Even the strongest soul would have been horribly worn down by such a period.


They had not been together throughout his entire training period, but Cheongheo and Jaehwan had now spent more than a hundred years together.


Instead of pressing him further, Cheongheo said, “Hmph. Whether you have lived for a thousand years or two thousand, you are still a brat to me. I was born first, after all.”


“Even if you live another two hundred years, you will never change, old man.”


Despite his words, there was a strange warmth in Jaehwan’s voice.


“Let’s get moving.”


Cheongheo and Jaehwan rose and continued onward.


After they had run for some time, Cheongheo sensed that their destination was drawing close.


The time had come to see why they had come here.


“Are you really going straight to the 《Palace of Rebirth》 like this?”


“Yes.”


“Just the two of us?”


“I am not alone. There are two of us.”


They had spent a full century together, yet Cheongheo still had no idea where that confidence came from.


“The Palace of Rebirth will not be an easy opponent. You still do not know how strong the Lords are.”


“...”


“It would not be too late to build up more strength first. We could attack the 《Palace of Rebirth》 after more Awakened Ones emerge from Gorgon.”


Jaehwan had yet to face an Adapter who had surpassed the tenth stage.


Cheongheo had.


Adapters who had reached the tenth stage. Lords who had surpassed Lieutenant General rank and reached Warlord rank. Cheongheo knew all too well how powerful they were.


No matter how much stronger Jaehwan had become, the two of them alone...


“There is no time.”


“Time?”


“Do you think those Lord bastards will wait for us?”


They were not dealing with just anyone. They were Awakened Ones.


Once the Lords learned that Awakened Ones were appearing throughout 《Chaos》 in great numbers, it was obvious they would not sit idly by.


“They will expect us to gather the Awakened Ones and make a move. We need to strike while they are off guard, before they commit their full strength.”


Certainly, the 《Palace of Rebirth》 would not have a proper military force stationed there yet.


There would be quite a few people waiting to be resurrected, but even the strongest among them would only be at Lieutenant General rank. Warlord-ranked Lords rarely died, and even if they did, they would promptly return to life through the Fruit.


However, things would change if they kept delaying.


Once the Palace of Rebirth learned that Chaos was gathering Awakened Ones, it might use a special method to bring living Lords into 《Chaos》.


The Narrow Gate, a Dream Demon Treasure that allowed living beings to enter 《Chaos》 as the dead without taking their lives.


The Palace of Rebirth was where that Treasure was kept.


Jaehwan continued, “And I do not intend to deal with everyone in the 《Palace of Rebirth》. I will only take away what matters most to them.”


The things that mattered most to the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Cheongheo immediately understood.


“You intend to steal the Fruit.”


Even as he said it, Cheongheo could not quite believe it.


Take back the Fruits that had been stolen from them?


Was that even possible?


“And one more thing.”


“...Do not tell me you mean to destroy the Narrow Gate too.”


Jaehwan nodded.


“If we destroy it, they will no longer be able to cross into 《Chaos》.”


“That is true, if you can destroy it.”


If they took every Fruit and destroyed the Narrow Gate, the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 would no longer be able to interfere in 《Chaos》 so easily.


“They could still come over by dying, but few would choose that.”


The 《Great Realm》 was always at war.


Warlord-ranked Lords and those above could determine the outcome of a war, so they had to preserve their lives at all times. With the 《Palace of Rebirth》 destroyed, no Lord would casually kill their subordinates to send them into 《Chaos》.


Of course, all of that only mattered if Jaehwan and Cheongheo managed to seize the 《Palace of Rebirth》 safely.


Cheongheo let out a soft sigh.


“It would be the best possible plan if we can pull it off. But even getting there will not be easy. The 《Palace of Rebirth》 lies at the far end of the eastern desert. To reach it, we must...”


“Pass through Manticore Fortress, which Geumcheon Hall occupies. That is why we came here.”


The grand outline of Manticore Fortress appeared in the distance.


Battlements dozens of meters high rose into the sky. At their tops, enormous winged lion statues looked down at them with regal dignity. There were countless statues embedded along the battlements at regular intervals, too many to count.


Cheongheo’s expression grew complicated.


By sheer area, it was larger than Gorgon.


He had known that already, but seeing it with his own eyes made it feel real. No matter how strong they had become, their opponent was an entire fortress.


The two of them were about to face one.


“The Geumcheon Hall Master will not let us through willingly. What are you planning to do?”


The guards who spotted them racing toward the fortress at incredible speed blew their whistles. The Warning skill had activated.


Jaehwan answered expressionlessly.


“The same thing I always do.”


Cheongheo snickered.


“Right. That sounds like you.”


Dokbul erupted in flames.


A barrage of Stabs poured toward the fortress’s battlements. Cheongheo’s fierce slash followed, cutting the desert in two.


The terrified guards screamed and fled, and the earth let out a heavy groan. A thunderous blast rang out as one side of the Outer Fortress’s battlements was blown away completely.


It was the moment when the first line of the brilliant history later called the Rebirth War was written.


* * *


The sound of destruction that shook the entire fortress passed through Manticore’s western Outer Fortress gate and reached the Inner Fortress.


At the height of the tremor, every Adapter in Manticore realized it.


One of the greatest monsters in all of 《Chaos》 had just arrived at the western Outer Fortress gate.


“...No way.”


Im Jinhong, the Geumcheon Hall Master who had recently become Manticore’s new Fortress Lord, felt it too.


He was even watching the scene unfold with his own eyes.


Crash!


On the holographic screen installed in his private office within the Inner Fortress, the outer edge of the fortress was being torn apart.


Violence was the only word that suited the sight.


What attack in the world could be more savage and brutal than that?


On the screen, Jaehwan silently repeated his Stabs. Every time his hand moved, the outer fortress crumbled into ruin.


“This is the first time I have seen a rumor that was not exaggerated.”


A short while ago, when the intelligence organization Geumcheon Hall had dispatched to Gorgon was wiped out, Im Jinhong sensed that something was wrong.


Just in case, he had even sent the Nether Ghost Envoys, who were packed with sixth-stage Adapters, but they too had been annihilated. It was unbelievable. The Nether Ghost Envoys he had sent possessed enough force to handle two or three of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


Yet they had been massacred overnight.


Still, it had not been a complete loss.


It was unfortunate that Geumcheon Hall’s northern branch had vanished, but they had obtained several crucial pieces of information about Gorgon’s Fortress Lord, including the incident known as the Path of the Wave.


To think that bastard was him.


Im Jinhong brought up a secondary screen and checked the footage the Lord of Darkness had sent him.


It showed a man repeatedly stabbing at a gigantic Ice Dragon.


“Find the Product that escaped from the Tutorial.”


The footage had arrived with that message.


The moment Im Jinhong first saw it, he cursed his fate. So much would have changed if he had checked the footage only a little earlier.


“You look troubled, Geumcheon Hall Master.”


A woman’s voice came from somewhere nearby.


Im Jinhong furrowed his brow at the strange resonance entwined with it. He knew the owner of that voice well.


No, calling her a woman was not quite right.


“No wonder the Lord of Darkness wants him. Just looking at him makes the back of my head tingle.”


Space distorted, and a woman with pink hair tightly tied back appeared. Small horns protruded from between her hair, making for an especially striking sight. She wore a black tank top and short hot pants.


It was attire that did not suit 《Chaos》.


Im Jinhong spoke. “This is Chaos. Wear such vulgar clothes only where your kind lives.”


The woman looked Im Jinhong up and down in his yellow robe, then snickered.


“You are wearing shit-colored rags, and you are criticizing someone else’s fashion sense?”


“...”


“Chaos people really think this place is the martial world. A few martial-world natives get a foothold here, and now they want to act territorial? Do you think martial-world people are the only ones in Chaos?”


Im Jinhong was left speechless, his expression twisting miserably.


The woman did not care. She could only stare at Jaehwan on the hologram in amazement.


“Wow, look at that. What kind of technique is that?”


“...”


“He sends all those Nether Ghost Envoys flying with one hit. Damn, that is incredible.”


“Sirwen, did you come here just to needle me?”


Im Jinhong, who had been forcing down his anger for quite some time, finally snapped.


By his usual standards, it could barely be called anger.


He could not treat the woman before him carelessly.


She was practically the person who had built the Geumcheon Hall of today.


Her true body was not particularly strong in combat, but nobody anywhere in 《Chaos》 could afford to treat her lightly.


She was one of the rarest species in the 《Great Realm》.


The Dream Demon, Sirwen.


She was one of the five hundred bearing the title of Master Craftsman, even in the 《Great Realm》.


“Needle you? I came because I heard something interesting was happening.”


Sirwen watched the holographic screen quietly, then spoke as though it were an afterthought.


“Did you hear that the Jade-Faced Lord appeared in 《Chaos》?”


“...I did.”


“Really? Then this will be easier. As far as I know, that Jade-Faced Lord runs around calling himself an independent Lord, but he actually belongs to the Fifth Zone. You know that, right?”


Im Jinhong nodded.


A few days ago, trouble had erupted in Garuda, the western fortress where the Nether Ghost Envoys had been lying in wait. A tremendously powerful figure had suddenly appeared, slaughtered every Nether Ghost Envoy, and destroyed half the fortress.


Someone strong enough to massacre the Nether Ghost Envoys, who possessed combat power comparable to sixth-stage Adapters.


Im Jinhong had only learned the figure’s identity later.


Bang Cheonil, Lieutenant General of the Fifth Zone and Jade-Faced Lord.


A Lord’s force had risen in western 《Chaos》, which he had occupied.


Im Jinhong gritted his teeth.


“I never thought the Lord of Steel would make a move after the Lord of Darkness. They said the Grand Lord Accord was still being upheld, but upheld my ass. They are having a grand old time.”


《Chaos》 had now taken on the shape of a proxy war between the Lords of the 《Great Realm》.


He was currently the Lord of Darkness’s representative. If so, who was the Lord of Steel’s representative?


Im Jinhong thought there was a strong chance that the man on the hologram would be that representative.


Then Sirwen spoke again.


“But I heard that Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord, was beaten to death by a Hall Master.”


“That is good news...”


Im Jinhong trailed off and stared blankly at Sirwen.


A moment later, he asked again.


“Who did you say died?”


“Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord.”


“By whose hand?”


“One of the Ten Hall Masters. Ah, you did not know?”


One of the Ten Hall Masters had killed Bang Cheonil, a Lieutenant General of the 《Great Realm》?


It was impossible, even if he died and came back to life a hundred times. The gap between a Ten Hall Master and a Lieutenant General was greater than the gap between a dragon and a human. Even if every Ten Hall Master had attacked together, they could never defeat Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord...


“You know those people Gorgon’s Fortress Lord is gathering to form that Abyss Expedition or whatever? The South Sea Hall Master who belongs to it killed Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord.”
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Sirwen let out a deep sigh at the Geumcheon Hall Master, who was still moving his lips as if he could not believe it. Then she pulled out a copy of 《Chaos This Month》 from inside her clothes and waved it.


Special Report: Jade-Faced Lord Bang Cheonil Dead.


"Th-that can't be."


Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong muttered in a voice full of disbelief. Jade-Faced Lord Bang Cheonil was not among the strongest Lieutenant Generals, but within 《Chaos》, he had been an overwhelmingly powerful figure with no equal.


Sirwen nodded as if she understood.


"I thought I heard wrong at first too. I thought 《Chaos》 had finally gone mad. To dare lay a hand on the Lords..."


Im Jinhong snatched 《Chaos This Month》 from her hand. It appeared to be an article published that morning. His expression grew complicated as he turned the pages.


A Lord had been killed... by that South Sea Hall Master?


He knew South Sea Hall Master Cayman well.


"Impossible. South Sea Hall Master's Combat Power should never have been enough to face the Jade-Faced Lord."


Even if Cayman had hidden that much power, there was no way he would kill a Lord. More than anyone, the Hall Masters understood what it meant to provoke a Lord above Lieutenant General rank.


Yet the South Sea Hall Master had killed one.


Im Jinhong could not even guess what they were planning.


"Putting that aside, what are you going to do about them?"


The eyes of Geumcheon Hall Master Im Jinhong, which had been wandering in the distance for a moment, returned to focus.


Jaehwan and Cheongheo had already crossed the Outer Fortress. They were ruthlessly sweeping aside the Nether Ghost Envoys as they approached the Inner Fortress.


He had unleashed the Deputy Hall Master and the highest-ranking Nether Ghost Envoys, but he was no longer sure they could stop them.


Was it because he had just heard that Jade-Faced Lord Bang Cheonil was dead?


Cracks were beginning to show in Im Jinhong's usually confident expression.


"Does the Lord of Darkness know?"

"I haven't reported it yet."


Im Jinhong bit his lip. If the Lord of Darkness learned that they had allowed the Product they were searching for to become the Fortress Lord, the Lord would not stay still.


"You can't keep leaving them alone. At this rate, it is only a matter of time before the Nether Ghost Envoys are wiped out."


She was right. He might have to step in himself.


The news of the Jade-Faced Lord's defeat troubled him, but the Geumcheon Hall Master was also a ninth-stage Adapter who had recently attained the "rank of a Lord." If he and thousands of Nether Ghost Envoys joined forces, even the Fortress Lord of Gorgon would not be able to withstand them.


The problem was that he could not estimate how severe the losses among the Nether Ghost Envoys would be before the situation settled down. Even if they stopped them, if the Nether Ghost Envoys were wiped out, every plan he had built would fall apart.


He could not report it to the Lord of Darkness, nor could he stop them without losses. At a complete impasse, the Geumcheon Hall Master looked toward his last hope.


"Sirwen."

"What?"


Sirwen read Im Jinhong's gaze. Looking displeased, she waved him off.


"What? Stop bothering me already. I've done everything you asked. I finished the Soulstone research, made the Black Cloud, and created the Nether Ghost Envoys, didn't I?"


Im Jinhong's gaze did not change.


Sirwen let out a small sigh and closed her eyes. When she slowly opened them again, she spoke.


"Then make a deal with me."


Her voice escaped like an excited breath. As if the opportunity had finally come, her narrow eyes gleamed more seductively than ever before.


"If you turn a blind eye, I'll stop them for you."


* * *


Nether Ghost Envoys.


Created under the Geumcheon Hall Master's orders, these weapons were monsters whose Spiritual Pressure had risen by at least one stage, sometimes two, beyond what they possessed in life due to Mutation.


Unlike ordinary Deadmans, who lost their reason when they became Deadmans, they retained some of their minds and could freely wield the powers of the Deadmans.


And yet, those invincible Nether Ghost Envoys...


"Arghhh!"

"Kuaaagh!"


Were being blown apart.


Kwoooom!


An enormous burst of wind pressure erupted from Dokbul. Five or six Nether Ghost Envoys before Jaehwan vanished at once into silver dust.


The power was terrifying.


"You've gotten stronger, brat."


The technique Jaehwan had just used was equivalent to his usual Normal Stab. Yet that Normal Stab had erased Nether Ghost Envoys equivalent to sixth-stage Adapters in a single strike.


Even if Cheongheo searched all of the Great Realm, he would never find anyone better at Stab than this kid.


Cheongheo considered himself as hardworking as anyone, but before Jaehwan, he could not help feeling insignificant.


"Conserve your strength, brat. Don't forget that 《Manticore》 is only the gate."

"I know."


Awakened Ones who had obtained a Unique World were free from the rules of this world and the System's restrictions. That was why they could draw on unlimited spiritual power without storing it within their spirits.


Still, having no limit on the spiritual power they could use did not mean they could release it endlessly.


Awakened Ones did not consume spiritual power itself, but each attack drained a certain amount of mental energy.


It was the price of breaking the world's rules.


That was why Jaehwan and Cheongheo needed to minimize their mental fatigue until they reached the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


"This won't be easy."


A group was flying toward them. At a glance, they were far stronger than the Nether Ghost Envoys Jaehwan and Cheongheo had defeated so far. They were at least seventh-stage Adapters. Some even possessed power that reached the eighth stage.


Cheongheo's expression hardened as he looked at the center of the group.


"Be careful. One of them is nearly on the level of the Ten Hall Masters, perhaps even stronger."


The two figures standing at the center of the twenty Nether Ghost Envoys radiated an overwhelming presence even among them. Powerful Deadman energy poured from their bodies.


Jaehwan instinctively knew that the figures before him were eighth-stage Adapters, almost at the ninth stage.


One was a hard-faced man carrying a massive spear on his back. The other was a lean man with two blades at his waist.


The man carrying the massive spear spoke first.


"Are you the so-called Pathfinder who has been making a name for himself lately?"


The man spoke while looking directly into Jaehwan's eyes.


Pathfinder.


After the Path of the Wave incident, a few gossipmongers in 《Chaos》 had given Jaehwan that nickname.


"So the Divine Doctor has come as well."

"Who are you?"


The hard-faced man let out a low laugh.


"There was a time when I hunted Horned Beasts with you. We gathered horns for the medical center and transported patients. It was all a long time ago."


Cheongheo's eyes sharpened. He looked as if he were searching through an old memory.


"You... aren't you Heintz, the Justice Seeker?"

"You still remember me, Divine Doctor."

"Why is someone who used to be part of Gorgon's guard force in Geumcheon Hall?"


Heintz smiled without answering.


Cheongheo spoke as if scolding him.


"You don't belong in Geumcheon Hall. Why would you come to a place like this..."

"Can you still say that after knowing what I went through in Gorgon?"


Cheongheo immediately fell silent.


True to his epithet, Justice Seeker, Heintz had once been one of the most righteous men in 《Chaos》.


He fought for the weak and could not endure injustice.


"I don't want to cling pathetically to life even after I die."


Cheongheo still remembered those words Heintz had said.


The last time Cheongheo saw him was a hundred years ago. At the time, Gorgon had been at war with one of the Ten Halls, the now-defunct Red Mist Gang.


The massacre at the southern checkpoint where Heintz worked had happened in an instant.


While Cheongheo was briefly away, high-stage Adapters from the Red Mist Gang stormed in and caused the soul extinction of more than fifty guards, including the commander of the southern checkpoint.


Heintz had been the sole survivor.


Throughout his recovery, Heintz followed Cheongheo around like someone who had lost his soul.


"Divine Doctor! Please make me stronger! You came from the martial world, so there must be a way!"


At the time, Cheongheo turned away from Heintz's plea.


The sorrow of the weak. The despair borne by powerless justice. Yet after living for around a thousand years, seeing one or two patients like that became commonplace. Understanding them did not mean he could grant every request they made.


Heintz gave a dark laugh, as if he remembered those days.


"I remember what you said to me then."

"...?"

"Make an effort. That's what you told me."


Had he really said that?


Cheongheo could not remember clearly.


"Divine Doctor, there is something you should know. Effort is a luxury only possible for people who are in a position to make that effort. Most humans in 《Chaos》 are not in a situation where they can make that kind of 'effort.'"

"So you threw yourself into Geumcheon Hall?"

"Divine Doctor, I did make an effort."


Heintz let out a low chuckle.


"Perhaps it was not the sort of effort you meant, but I made an effort. I worked to sell the justice I had upheld. I worked to abandon my convictions. That is why I am here now."

"..."

"That was already a hundred years ago."


Had it really been a hundred years already?


Cheongheo still could not remember clearly.


He looked at Heintz before him anew.


"I am no longer the Justice Seeker. The weak second-stage Adapter known as the Justice Seeker died a hundred years ago."


One hundred years. More than enough time for powerless justice to rot into cowardly evil.


"I am Heintz, Deputy Hall Master of Geumcheon Hall."


Heintz drew the massive spear from his back. It was a red spear that gave off a dazzling radiance.


The sinister spiritual power of a Deadman gathered around its sharp spearhead.


"Fortress Lord of Gorgon. I heard you only use Stab. Let's see what you've got."


Fortress Lord of Gorgon.


The legend of the Path of the Wave.


The Pathfinder of an impossible road.


Over the last month, the descriptions used for Jaehwan had changed countless times. It had happened just over a month after he came to 《Chaos》.


Heintz did not like Jaehwan's nicknames. He too had lived in 《Chaos》 for over two hundred years, yet the only epithet he received was Justice Seeker, a name that mocked his weakness and meddling. A guest who had no strength but loved sticking his nose into other people's business.


"Even I, after two hundred years here, am still a guest. Yet a man who has only been here for a month becomes a Fortress Lord. You never know how the world will turn out."


Ominous spiritual power flowed sharply from the spearhead.


In sheer force, the attack did not fall behind even the strongest skills of the Ten Hall Masters.


Eight spear blades shot toward Jaehwan's body.


Advanced Skill, 「Vulcan's Eight Fangs」.


Many advanced and highest-grade skills had names like that, such as 「Akaram's Seven Sword Forms」 and 「Vulcan's Eight Fangs」.


Most were skills that Dream Demons who had reached the level of Apprentice or Master Craftsman had created for amusement.


Kwoooom!


Their power was no joke, though.


Rough smoke rose wherever the spear blades struck. The deeply sunken ground resembled lunar craters.


It was power an ordinary advanced skill could never produce. Yet Heintz, having obtained the power of a Deadman, could make even an ordinary advanced skill surpass a highest-grade skill.


"...!"


Even so, his spear blades did not so much as brush Jaehwan's clothes. The craters had been carved out pathetically, leaving only the ground Jaehwan stood on untouched.


Heintz could not hide his shock. Even a Ten Hall Master would not have escaped that strike unharmed.


"Not bad. But you still have a long way to go."


Eight spear blades formed from spiritual power rose over Heintz's shoulders. Heintz explosively increased his Spiritual Pressure and poured strength into each spear blade.


Vulcan's Eight Fangs.


Secret Technique, Carotid Ripper.


The eight spear blades surged forward like wolf fangs hunting prey. The surrounding ground they grazed was overturned, causing a light tremor.


The spiritual power contained in each fang approached the strength of a ninth-stage Adapter. Hundreds, thousands of stabs. There was nowhere to dodge.


But.


"Why? How could this possibly..."


Not a single one of his stabs reached Jaehwan.
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Jaehwan moved with ease, as if he did not even acknowledge Heintz's stabs as stabs.


Rage and inferiority soon filled Heintz's mind. Those negative emotions touched the darkness buried deep in his heart, which in turn became the Deadman's power and strengthened his spear attacks.


Faster.


Stronger.


Whenever an explosion rang out, Heintz felt pleasure wash over his entire body. Whenever he became drunk on power and lost his reason, it felt as though his peripheral nerves were melting away.


As if he were drunk.


It was the side effect that came with wielding greater power. A cascade of emotions accompanied by rage and pleasure paralyzed his reason, while every cell in his body gradually changed into something like that of a Deadman.


The stronger they became, the closer they came to becoming Deadmans. That was the true nature of the Nether Ghost Envoys.


The spear attacks filling the space ahead blackened his vision like fog. It was a strike no one, not even the Fortress Lord of Gorgon, could evade.


This was my power.


The power I gained by trampling on my convictions and giving them up.


The power I earned through my effort.


Then someone spoke.


"That's enough."


As if by magic, the rain of spear attacks stopped. Through the torrent of spears, a man looked calmly at him.


It was Jaehwan.


"How...?"


The moment Heintz looked into the man's eyes, his legs buckled. He thought it could not be, but his soul was honest.


Perhaps this sensation, as though his brain had gone numb, was his instinctive attempt to avoid meeting those eyes.


Then the world flashed before him.


"Ugh..."


As he groaned and staggered, Heintz realized half his body was gone.


A burning pain pierced his entire body.


Barely holding onto his fading consciousness, Heintz concentrated spiritual power into the missing half of his body. Squirming tentacles sprouted out, and his body began to regenerate.


"Gasp... Gasp..."


Even for the strongest of the Nether Ghost Envoys, regenerating half his body was difficult.


His soul had been strengthened by the power of a Deadman. He possessed several times the Strength and reflexes of an eighth-stage Adapter, along with spiritual power approaching that of a ninth-stage Adapter.


Yet he had been unable to evade it or block it.


There was no doubt.


The attack he had seen was a Stab.


Jaehwan looked at him impassively. Even after witnessing someone regenerate half their body before his eyes, he did not feel the slightest fear or dread.


If anyone was afraid, it was Heintz.


"Deputy Hall Master, I believe we should attack together."


A lean man using Dual-Wielding stepped forward. Other than Heintz, this was the strongest of the Nether Ghost Envoys, Geumcheon Hall Master's assault captain.


Heintz gritted his teeth and shouted.


"Attack him! All of you!"


At his command, every Nether Ghost Envoy charged Jaehwan at once. A black wave of Nether Ghost Envoys swung their swords, trying to seize and tear him apart.


There were well over a million souls in the fortress of Manticore alone. If that many Nether Ghost Envoys attacked, even that bastard would not be able to win.


As if they had read his thoughts, Nether Ghost Envoys came rushing in from every part of the street, letting out strange cries. A few could no longer overcome their instincts, and their Mutation progressed as tentacles began to spill from their bellies.


"Kwaaaah!"

"Kyaaaah!"


The outstretched tentacles dripped foul fluids as they rushed toward Jaehwan.


The Spiritual Pressure of the Deadmans was enough to rival that of seventh-stage Adapters.


"Are all the people in Chaos the same?"


Jaehwan lightly swung his sword.


That casual strike sliced through dozens of Deadmans at once.


"That one talks about effort. This one talks about effort. All of you do is say how hard you tried."


A second strike.


This time, nearly a hundred Deadmans were cut down. It was a sight perfectly suited to the word slash.


But whether he cut down ten or a hundred, the number of Deadmans did not decrease in the slightest.


Looking at them, Jaehwan finished.


"Whether it is just talk or not, you have to fight to find out."


The Nether Ghost Envoys' assault was like an enormous wave.


A wave that came crashing in a hundred times, a thousand times.


For ages beyond human comprehension, it repeated itself without end. That was the instinct of a wave. No matter how often it was split apart, it surged forward again, a force of nature no single human could ever overcome.


That was the law of waves.


Jaehwan's stance changed completely.


Even Cheongheo, watching from beside him, felt chills run down his spine.


Jaehwan's sword shot in a straight line toward the charging Nether Ghost Envoys.


It was neither Normal Stab nor Hard Stab. It was the absolute limit of Stab, something that could finally be called the ultimate essence of Stab.


A Stab powerful enough to crack the shape of the world.


The true limit of a technique that possessed form.


The world trembled beneath its wind pressure.


The earth recoiled from its terrifying might.


Heintz's eyes widened.


...What the hell is that?


An endless path of light stretched toward him in a straight line. Hundreds of Nether Ghost Envoys who had rushed in like a tidal wave split apart and scattered into white light.


Kwoooooom.


The spirits vanished without even being able to scream. Souls that had struggled, souls burdened with resentment. Souls of Chaos that had endured a lifetime of suffering were finally freed from desire, offering themselves to a single path.


「Path of the Wave」.


Whenever the waves came crashing in, the man repeated his Stab.


Again and again.


As if he could repeat that Stab forever.


And so, the Stab became a path.


Like moths to a flame, the Deadmans rushed toward the Path of the Wave. As if something precious they had lost was waiting within that path, they rushed in again and again.


Heintz was one of them.


Dragging his tentacles and bursting with fluid, Heintz charged onto that path. When the brilliant flash swallowed him, he felt his short life condense into a single moment.


Then Heintz was in another world.


A world seen by one man.


The world of someone who would not submit to the world.


Heintz had heard of this world before.


Is this a Unique World?


Countless corpses. Crows pecking at those corpses. And a massive eye floating in the sky.


When the eye looked at him, Heintz looked back.


An eye that reflected everything in the world, defined it, and kept it under surveillance.


When he faced that eye head-on, Heintz understood what it symbolized. At the same time, he understood what the man was trying to fight.


I see. This man...


Before that will, Heintz felt moved. He fell into despair. Then he found a hope that had come far too late.


If I had not given up back then.


If I had remained the Justice Seeker.


Could I have followed this man's dream on this path too?


As his consciousness faded, Heintz murmured without realizing it.


"Just a little more..."


His world slowly closed its eyes.


Rumble...


The explosions faded, and the thick haze settled.


The groaning Nether Ghost Envoys and those with severed tentacles all scattered away as silver dust.


A considerable number of Nether Ghost Envoys remained, but they could not recklessly charge in. The previous strike had wiped out every top-ranked Nether Ghost Envoy, including Deputy Hall Master Heintz.


And that was not all.


The path Jaehwan had created pierced through the tidal wave of Deadmans and ran straight through the Inner Fortress. In the distance, the Inner Fortress, split in two, collapsed along the fissure in the earth.


"...What a monster. He split Manticore's thousands of years of history in two in an instant."


Cheongheo muttered with his mouth hanging open.


"At this point, we should call it World Stab instead of Hard Stab."


"Stop talking nonsense and let's go."


"It is not nonsense. What the hell did you just do?"


Cheongheo had seen it, if only for a brief moment.


Wherever the Stab reached, the laws of the world twisted, and the world took on the form of Jaehwan's Unique World.


Putting aside the destructive power of the technique, even members of the Rupture had never seen a technique like that.


"I just stabbed with all my strength."


The world split apart because he stabbed with all his strength?


Cheongheo looked dumbfounded, but Jaehwan, despite displaying such a shocking technique, did not look satisfied at all.


He looked down at his right hand, the hand holding Dokbul.


Ever since leaving the Tower, Jaehwan had repeated Stab without resting for a single moment. Stabbing, stabbing, and stabbing again. At some point during those repeated Stabs, he realized that further Stabs held no meaning.


He could no longer grow through simple Stabs.


After hearing many things about Awakening from Cheongheo and guiding South Sea Hall Master Cayman onto the path of Awakening, that thought became even firmer.


Awakening could not be achieved by simply repeating one action.


The purpose of repeating a Stab or a slash was to make one's own actions unfamiliar. The concept of Stab or slashing that one knew would collapse, and that collapse would eventually lead to Doubt about the world.


In other words, repeating Stabs or slashes could make Awakening easier, but it could not advance someone through the stages of Awakening. Repeating countless Stabs was only one method of forgetting the self fixed within the world and entering a selfless trance.


There must be another realm beyond Selflessness.


According to Cheongheo, a very small number of Awakened Ones had progressed beyond the third stage of Awakening. Yet even Cheongheo did not know how they had entered that realm.


Throughout his training, Jaehwan had tried to find a clue to the next realm. But the clue always seemed within reach, only to slip away. The fourth stage was not a realm one could reach by simply investing more time.


Cheongheo looked toward Manticore's Inner Fortress, which was collapsing with a roar.


"Thanks to you, this will be much easier. It seems Geumcheon Hall Master was badly injured by that attack too. I cannot feel any Lieutenant General-level Spiritual Pressure at all... But are you all right?"


Cheongheo looked Jaehwan over.


It had been an attack powerful enough to split the world. There was no way he could release that much spiritual power and remain mentally sound.


Yet Jaehwan waved it off as though it were nothing.


"I am fine. I can use it a few more times."


The Nether Ghost Envoys let out frightened groans and slowly retreated. Like an ebbing tide, they all moved out of Jaehwan and Cheongheo's path.


That was when they heard someone's voice.


"Well, I am terribly late."


The space ahead warped, and a woman appeared.


She had pink hair, small horns, and wore a black tank top.


"...You really did a number on this place. You scared the Nether Ghost Envoys. What on earth did you do?"


Cheongheo's expression changed the moment he saw her.


Spatial interference?


Skills that allowed their user to merge into part of space or transform their body into mist were rare, but not impossible to find. But a skill that appeared by warping space itself, like this one, did not exist even among all highest-grade skills.


That was only true for highest-grade skills.


This world possessed supreme skills that surpassed even highest-grade skills.


The transcendent-grade spatial movement skill, Warp.


Cheongheo knew the only race capable of using that skill. Nine hundred years ago, he had seen that skill manifest several times.
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The Inner Fortress of 「Manticore」, built on thousands of years of history, was crumbling.


The Nether Ghost Envoys stared blankly at the lion statues atop the collapsed spires.


The last remnants of their humanity were vanishing along with the fortress. Some stood frozen in a daze. Some fell to their knees. Others howled.


Even at that moment, which would become a historic tragedy for someone, Sirwen's eyes held no emotion.


She had seen the fall of fortresses with this much history far too many times.


Perhaps tedious was the better word.


Living through history and becoming part of it.


Reading the history in which she was recorded.


Then living through the history that came afterward.


That was life for Sirwen, a repetition of history.


Dream demons were guaranteed lives that nearly reached eternity. Compared to the 「Masters」 who had lived for tens of thousands of years, Sirwen's two thousand years were but a fleeting moment, yet she often grew sick of life.


Maybe my Suicide Period is coming again.


Other species had mating seasons, but dream demons had a special period called the “Suicide Period.” It was a time when they grew numb to every kind of stimulation and yearned for “death” amid their contempt for life.


To get through that period, dream demons sought new stimulation. Something stronger and deeper. Something more chilling. In search of life-giving stimulation, dream demons wandered endlessly and never remained in one place.


Sirwen was no different.


Today, after wandering for two thousand years, Sirwen encountered a strange stimulation unlike anything she had ever experienced.


What the hell is this man?


Combat Power strong enough to collapse a fortress through raw force alone.


Over her two thousand years, Sirwen had seen Awakened Ones several times. A few had even pursued her. But she had never seen anything like this.


A Stab powerful enough to create a rift in the world.


She had witnessed it by chance.


...He distorted the System through physical force alone. Just how solid is his Unique World?


Sirwen knew techniques with a wider range and greater power than what she had just witnessed.


An Awakened One at the fourth stage or above could unleash attacks with far greater killing power.


Yet even they could not break the world through physical force.


Breaking the existing world was on an entirely different level from opening one's Unique World.


Any third-stage Awakened One could open their Unique World. More precisely, they had to open it. Only then could they resist the pressure of the Adaptive System created by the System.


But opening a Unique World did not create a rift in the existing world.


The System's world was not so fragile that it could be broken by the will or imagination of a single being.


When one number vanished, another replaced it. When one particle disappeared, another took its place.


A world where everything could replace everything else.


It was like nature, no, closer to the universe. Something a single being could neither dare oppose nor fully imagine.


That was the Adaptive System, the “world of the System.”


Yet that man had created a temporary rift in that world.


A rift that could perhaps be called a path.


The instant Sirwen saw that path, a shudder ran through her entire body.


It was a sensation intense enough to blow away the boredom of her Suicide Period.


The strange scent rising from Jaehwan stimulated all five of her senses even more sharply.


She knew a similar scent. It belonged to a dream demon she had envied and respected more than anyone else.


But that was impossible.


He possessed a human soul.


“What are you?”


Even as she asked, it did not feel real. The scent coming from him made her face flush and her heart grow hot without her realizing it. Those were traits dream demons showed when filled with curiosity.


“What are you, then?”


“...Huh?”


Sirwen was shocked.


“You do not know me?”


“I do not.”


His expression suggested that it would be stranger if he did know her.


Sirwen bristled and asked again.


“You do not watch 『Hot Ten of the Week』 or 『Top of Tower』?”


Jaehwan's eyes showed that he had no idea what she was talking about. Sirwen grew excited without realizing it.


“Do you not have a hologram panel at home?”


Her pride was wounded.


Any Adapter or Awakened One who had spent enough time in the 《Great Realm》 should have known her.


Among the five hundred ranked as 「Master Craftsman」, she was the dream demon most frequently featured in the media. She had also taken first place in the 《Little Brother》 popularity poll time and time again.


She was Sirwen Armelt, the Flame of Enchantment.


Unable to watch any longer, Cheongheo cleared his throat and spoke.


“Brat, that woman is a dream demon.”


“A dream demon?”


“And a very famous one.”


For the first time, Jaehwan's expression changed.


He had assumed dream demons would naturally look more like demons, so he could not help being surprised.


She was even dressed in a black tank top and hot pants. It was fashion commonly seen on Earth during the summer. If not for the small horns growing from her head, anyone would have believed she was human.


“So the old man already knew.”


“Of course I did.”


Cheongheo trailed off as he glanced over Sirwen's slender body.


“There is no man in 《Chaos》 who does not know that woman.”


Sirwen smiled.


“Old child, it seems you have a good eye after all.”


“O-old child?”


“You should watch that tongue of yours. You know it is taboo to call a dream demon a ‘dream demon,’ right?”


“What the...?”


“Every dream demon is a ‘different species.’ At your age, you should at least know that much common sense.”


Dream demons.


A species that valued individuality and self-awareness more than life itself, and hated being grouped together more than anything. They belonged to the dream demon species, yet lived while denying that they were dream demons. They were complicated beings.


“My name is Sirwen Armelt. I am not just some ‘dream demon.’”


Cheongheo frowned.


“Brat, all dream demons are like that. Their defining trait is that they all spout strange nonsense.”


“...”


“Anyway, this is my first time seeing one in person too. The broadcast and reality really are different.”


Sirwen's eyebrow twitched sharply.


Jaehwan's gaze deepened as he watched her. Come to think of it, he had heard that Geumcheon Hall kept a dream demon.


That woman was probably the dream demon in question.


Until just before becoming the Fortress Lord of Gorgon, he had searched diligently for a dream demon. There were things he wanted to ask, such as how to reach the 《Abyss》 and about the 「First Nightmare」 said to be at the top of the Tree of Illusion.


But he did not have time to ask those questions now.


“I have heard your introduction. Now move aside.”


Sirwen's body flinched at his indifferent tone. Had anyone ever treated her like this after learning who she was?


She lightly bit her lip.


“Sorry, but that will be difficult.”


“Why?”


“I was asked to stop you.”


“Me?”


“Well, the one who asked is probably hovering between life and death after your last attack.”


Sirwen said this as she looked toward the collapsing Inner Fortress.


Jaehwan gripped his sword again.


“Then I have no choice.”


“Wait!”


When Dokbul made an unusual movement, Sirwen was suddenly the one in a hurry. She hesitated over what to say, then blurted out the first thing that came to mind.


“How about becoming my 「Product」?”


Jaehwan stabbed without hesitation.


Kuaaaaaah!


A casual Stab swept the Nether Ghost Envoys away in a straight line. Just before she was caught in its shockwave, Sirwen swallowed hard and used Warp.


She dodged?


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


“Wow, I almost died.”


Sirwen was already standing on the roof of a building to his left. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted at Jaehwan.


“You do not seem completely stupid, so why are you acting so strangely? You know exactly what kind of situation you are in, do you not?”


Jaehwan's expression stiffened slightly.


There was a reason he was hurrying, even while using excessive force. Since earlier, powerful Spiritual Pressures had been approaching from outside 「Manticore」's Outer Fortress.


They were coming from the direction of the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


...The Lords have noticed.


Some of the approaching Spiritual Pressures were terribly threatening. They might even be the Warlord-class Lords he had only heard about.


Sirwen continued.


“Darkness is after you. I do not know where you came from or what you were doing, but you know what it means to be marked by a Great Lord of the twelve zones, right?”


Sirwen quickly continued before another Stab could fly at her.


“I can hide you. I can make sure Darkness cannot touch you. You know about the 「Nonaggression Pact」, right? The Lords of the twelve zones cannot interfere with dream demons... No, they cannot interfere with me. If you become my property, neither Darkness nor anyone else in the twelve zones will be able to lay a hand on you.”


Even in her haste, her words were full of confidence. Jaehwan could tell she was telling the truth.


Of course, whether it was true or not, his answer was already decided.


“No.”


“As expected.”


Sirwen looked as though she had expected that answer. In truth, she did not seem to have hoped for much. If he could be swayed by such a small temptation, she would not have found him appealing in the first place.


“No choice, then. I will have to take you by force.”


In the next instant, Sirwen's body vanished.


Cheongheo shouted urgently.


“Be careful!”


Jaehwan felt the ground around him bulge and rise. Hardened rocks crumbled inward and swallowed the Nether Ghost Envoys.


“Kyaaaaaah!”


The rocks became pebbles, and the pebbles soon turned to sand.


The piles of sand writhed as if they had a will of their own, then rose high from the ground all around them like snakes.


The sand snakes, each easily dozens of meters long, looked around for a moment before rushing at Jaehwan with agile movement.


What is this? A skill?


This was the first time he had seen anything like it since entering 《Chaos》. He had seen many people reshape spiritual power to attack or coat their weapons, but he had never seen anyone manipulate matter itself in this way.


He had seen the 「Cultivator」 Beastrein use the Tower's control device to do something similar in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, but even then, it had not been on this scale.


Cheongheo narrowly avoided the jaws of a sand snake and shouted.


“It is Magic! A dream demon's authority!”


Jaehwan repeatedly unleashed Stabs at the sand snakes.


But since they were not living creatures in the first place, the snakes quickly regained their forms even after being struck.


Jaehwan chased Sirwen, and the sand snakes chased Jaehwan. Their game of chase continued as they pursued one another.


Then Jaehwan felt his body grow heavy.


Kugugugugugu.


The surrounding buildings were collapsing inward as if being sucked toward Jaehwan. He hurriedly took several steps and avoided the debris.


But the debris he avoided pursued him as though it possessed magnetism.


Magic.


The authority granted only to dream demons in this world was unfolding.


Large piles of stone clung to Jaehwan as if drawn to him.


The dream demon intended to imprison him within the rubble.


I will not let that happen.


Jaehwan released all the spiritual power pouring from every pore in his body through Stabs.


Stabs sprouted like a hedgehog's spines, piercing and shattering every rock closing in around him.


At that moment, a sand snake that had rushed in through an opening swallowed Jaehwan whole. Its throat bobbed as it twisted in satisfaction.


Then its middle burst apart.


As she watched the sand scatter brilliantly through the air, Sirwen's expression hardened.


“What...?”


Jaehwan did not miss that brief opening. He swiftly stepped between the rocks and caught her from behind.


“...You turned your mental image into physical form. You really are a monster.”


Sharp energy pierced Sirwen's arms and legs, but she smiled faintly.


The fight had been decided in an instant.


Gravity returned to normal, and the sand snakes collapsed.


“Stop.”


Jaehwan extinguished the energy rising from his body as he spoke.


He had no intention of killing her. During the fight, he had realized that she held no hostility toward him.


Besides, she was a dream demon. If he could keep her alive and bring her with him, she might be useful when he went to the 《Abyss》.


But Sirwen's expression was strange.


“Surrender? Do not be ridiculous.”


The moment Jaehwan realized something was wrong and tried to release spiritual power again, Sirwen warped behind him and tightly embraced him.


Jaehwan had not expected her to throw herself at him, so he hesitated for an instant before releasing his spiritual power.


That was a mistake.


Sirwen's body, which had been holding him, vanished like snow melting in the sun. The scenery around him changed. Something had activated through their brief contact.


As the surroundings turned blue, Jaehwan thought,


A Unique World? No. An illusion skill.


He soon realized that he had seen this scenery before.


Eight Gates of Hell.


It resembled the highest-grade formation skill recently used by the Deputy Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall.


Jaehwan stepped into the world of illusion without hesitation.


The First Gate.


The world of Wind Path Hell, where terrifying knife winds blew.


It felt far more real than before, but he had already experienced this world. There was no reason to hesitate.


Jaehwan knew how to clear Eight Gates of Hell. Kill whatever approached, then destroy the gate once it appeared.


Once he destroyed every gate, Eight Gates of Hell would end on its own.


In the blink of an eye, Jaehwan broke through the First and Second Gates. In less than a minute, he reached the Third Gate, Fever Hell, and destroyed the boss, Tiamat.


He defeated the Fourth Gate, Black Rope Hell, and the Fifth Gate, Equal Living Hell, just as quickly.


“What, you know Eight Gates of Hell?”


Although Jaehwan had entered Eight Gates of Hell, he did not seem troubled at all. Sirwen's voice changed strangely.


“You are pretty good. But it will be different from the fake Eight Gates of Hell you know. Because...”


Her next words blended into the illusory world and echoed around him.


“Eight Gates of Hell was originally a skill created by dream demons.”


Regardless, Jaehwan had already defeated the Sixth Gate, Frozen Hell, and reached the Seventh Gate.


The Seventh Gate was practically the final hell of Eight Gates of Hell. The Eighth Gate was not a trial to overcome, but a space that existed as a kind of reward.


In other words, clearing the Seventh Gate would naturally dispel Eight Gates of Hell.


But Jaehwan did not yet know.


Since Eight Gates of Hell had been created, no one had ever cleared the Seventh Gate.


The Seventh Gate, Hell of Self.


The instant he opened the Seventh Gate, Jaehwan saw the backs of countless human figures.


Those backs were utterly unfamiliar, yet somehow felt familiar.


Familiar yet unfamiliar.


How could such a contradiction be possible?


But when every figure turned their head at once, Jaehwan understood that contradiction.


Thousands of “Jaehwans” were staring at him.
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The seventh gate of Eight Gates of Hell.


Thousands of Jaehwans filled that seventh gate.


He had expected there might be a gate like this, but there was a vast difference between expecting it and facing it firsthand. Slightly dazed, Jaehwan looked at the “Jaehwans.” Everywhere he looked, there was only himself.


Jaehwan carefully observed the “Jaehwan” standing at the very front. Since he rarely looked in mirrors, even his own appearance felt unfamiliar. Ever since entering the 《Tower of Nightmares》, he had hardly ever seen his face reflected anywhere.


Was that really what I looked like?


Looking closer, each of them wore slightly different clothes and looked a little different. Some Jaehwans appeared to be his age, while others looked younger. There was even a Jaehwan who looked like a teenager, and another wearing a military uniform. Still, every one of them was undeniably Jaehwan.


Among the thousands of “Jaehwans,” the first to speak was the “Jaehwan” who had turned his head first.


“Who are you?”


“Jaehwan” stared directly at Jaehwan as he asked. With an eerie feeling, Jaehwan answered.


“Jaehwan.”


“I see.”


The other “Jaehwan” answered as if he had expected that.


“So am I.”


That set voices flowing from all around them.


“Who are you?”

“Jaehwan.”

“I see.”

“So am I.”

“So am I.”

“So am I too...”


The Jaehwans, all claiming to be Jaehwan, looked at Jaehwan.


Once it had gone all the way around, one of the “Jaehwans” looked at Jaehwan again and spoke.


“Who are you?”


Without a word, Jaehwan drew Dokbul.


* * *


How much time had passed?


Jaehwan felt his mind gradually wearing down.


Dozens of Jaehwans had collapsed behind him.


Jaehwan loosened his wrist and leapt far back, frowning.


What a headache.


「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 were useless here.


If he used 「Doubt」, they used 「Doubt」 as well. If he used 「Understanding」, they used 「Understanding」 too.


Then again, his opponents had been himself from the start.


What use were Doubt or Understanding against that?


Clang!


At first, he had tried taking the stance for “Hard Stab,” prepared to deal with whatever happened. He could not forget the pressure he felt when the hundreds of Jaehwans at the front had almost simultaneously taken the stance for “Hard Stab.”


He had nearly died.


The pressure was too incredible to dismiss as a simple illusion.


In the end, Jaehwan had to withdraw his Stab. He had no confidence in withstanding hundreds of Hard Stabs. Even Jaehwan, who had remained so calm until now, could not help feeling despair.


The enemies before him were on an entirely different level from any opponent Jaehwan had faced so far.


When the enemy was another person, fighting was simple. When it was not, fighting became complicated.


Jaehwan defeated the Jaehwans before him one by one through contests of pure skill. Fortunately, there was no Jaehwan stronger than him, but dealing with hundreds of Jaehwans who used 「Selflessness」 was far from easy.


Flash!


Jaehwan dodged three incoming Stabs, barely knocked aside more than ten Stabs flying at him from behind, then used Cheongheo’s technique, “Extraordinary Slash,” against the Jaehwan charging at him from the front.


Since every Jaehwan used only Stab, Slash techniques worked more effectively than he had expected.


Yet after this happened several times, the Jaehwans at the front began learning his patterns.


When the wave of the Slash tore through the air, the frontmost Jaehwans leapt back beyond its reach. Another “Jaehwan” took the blow of his Slash instead.


A dark olive military uniform.


His own name was neatly embroidered over its chest, along with three service ribbons stacked in a row.


Among the thousands of Jaehwans were Jaehwans who had lived before entering the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Some of them came from an innocent world where they knew nothing of status windows or skills.


“Urgh...!”


The “Jaehwan” struck by his Slash and brought down was the Jaehwan from just before he entered the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


The moment “Soldier Jaehwan” fell, the consciousness of the Jaehwan who had cut him became hazy as well.


Memories from when both his body and mind had still been twenty years old.


Jaehwan realized these were memories from right before he entered the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


“Corporal Jaehwan. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry...”


Before him stood a man wearing the insignia of a private first class. The man was crying. Jaehwan barely recognized him as one of his juniors.


Right. There had been a junior like this.


He looked around at the scene.


Soldiers and officers lay on the ground, bleeding from gunshot wounds.


A chill slowly ran down his spine. Jaehwan gradually remembered what this memory was.


“Corporal Jaehwan... I really... I tried so hard. You know that too, don’t you, Corporal Jaehwan...?”


Looking closer, the man held a K2 rifle. Spent shell casings were scattered everywhere.


“Those bastards... Those bastards...”


Jaehwan approached the man. He approached him without knowing what he should do or how he should act.


“Don’t come any closer! I don’t want to kill you, Corporal Jaehwan!”


The man staggered back and aimed the rifle at Jaehwan, then made a strange expression.


“If Corporal Jaehwan had been me...”


The man did not finish his sentence. As if he knew that question no longer meant anything, he pushed the end of the rifle into his mouth.


“Thank you for everythi-”


Dark red blood mixed with brain matter ran from the man’s head. Jaehwan realized the man had not died from Jaehwan’s gun.


A special forces team could be seen coming over the perimeter fence in the distance. A helicopter’s searchlight shone on Jaehwan. Quietly, Jaehwan raised his hands.


The memory ended there.


Amid the dizzying flood of memories, Jaehwan barely came to his senses.


It had happened just before he entered the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


One soldier who had suffered abuse in the military had shot and killed all his seniors and officers in the middle of the night. The media had covered the incident extensively.


Jaehwan had been the only survivor in the squad.


Every officer, from the platoon commander to the battalion commander, had been replaced. Jaehwan faced a court-martial, but the dead private’s diary proved that he had not taken part in the abuse, so he received a measure of leniency. Jaehwan spent fifteen days in the brig.


He had connected to the 《Tower of Nightmares》 right after that.


What had that guy’s name been?


Thoughts like that passed through his mind even in his daze.


I could have saved him.


Maybe that was when he began to hate things called “systems.”


Long before he entered a world of skills and status windows, perhaps he had already lived in a world of systems.


A world where a colossal system oppressed the individual.


Each time a “Jaehwan” fell, the memories that “Jaehwan” had carried seeped directly into Jaehwan.


Most were painful memories.


Memories he had cast away when he entered 「Selflessness」.


“Jaehwan.”


His mother, whose voice had even grown faint.


“Jaehwan, thank you.”


Friends who had liked him.


“Corporal Jaehwan.”


A junior he had met in the military.


“Jaehwan, I’m so glad you were there.”


A Companion who had stayed with him until the end in the Tower.


“Jaehwan. Young Jaehwan. Mr. Jaehwan. Big Brother Jaehwan. Jaehwan...”


All the time he had abandoned.


“Save us.”


Damn it.


Jaehwan muttered as he looked at the thousands of “Jaehwans” still remaining.


Yes. This was a world that truly deserved to be called “hell.”


A world where he had to kill himself to move forward.


With difficulty, Jaehwan swung his sword.


Another Jaehwan fell.


Every time he defeated one Jaehwan, Jaehwan understood himself a little less. Each time he killed another self, the memories flowing into him tormented him.


The memories asked Jaehwan.


“Who are you?”


For the first time, Jaehwan’s sword stopped.


Who am I?


A terrible loneliness suddenly came over him.


“Who are you?”


It was not as though he had never considered that question before. Still, this was the first time he had been forced to confront it so violently.


“Who are you?”


Jaehwan thought the question was cruel.


“Who are you?”


And endlessly sad.


Because it was a question he could not answer.


The question was profound, but the only answer he could give was empty.


I am Jaehwan... I am Jaehwan...


The answer that had lingered on his lips faded inside his mouth.


A question everyone considered at least once. A question everyone failed to answer. A question that always remained only a question. And yet, a question that returned without end.


“I am...”


Jaehwan felt as though he were being dragged into a distant Abyss. His consciousness was sinking inward. Even knowing that once he entered, he would never be able to return, he had no choice but to do so.


The prison called the self.


That prison opened its mouth and welcomed Jaehwan.


* * *


Despite the dream demons’ claim that every individual should be treated as a separate species, there was a reason historians of the 《Great Realm》 grouped them all together as the species called “dream demons.”


It was because of the dream demons’ duality.


They stubbornly rejected being lumped together under the wholesale label of “dream demon,” yet whenever praise was showered upon the dream demon species, they displayed absurd pride in being dream demons.


Sirwen was one such dream demon.


“The originators of every skill are dream demons.”


Most skills that existed in the world had been created by dream demons. They were the species that stood at the beginning of all skills.


That was why even the same skill existed on a different level when used by a dream demon.


The moment Jaehwan entered the seventh gate, Sirwen had already been certain of victory.


The version of Eight Gates of Hell she had used was infamous even among dream demons.


It was a legendary skill left behind by one of the thirteen 「Masters」, who was also her godfather.


“What is the most terrible hell in the world?”


This skill was the perfect answer to that question.


The higher the caster’s mental energy, the more overwhelming its power became. It dug into the weakest part of its target’s mind. Once again, she was reminded of how great, and at the same time terrifying, her godfather was.


A hell that could only have been created by someone who had thoroughly contemplated the nature of existence.


“The most terrible hell is oneself.”


No one understood that fact better than dream demons who had gone through a Suicide Period. The reason beings who had lived for countless years took their own lives in the end was that they could no longer bear their swollen sense of self.


Holding Jaehwan tightly in her arms, his eyes empty, Sirwen thought,


Don’t worry. I’ll only break you enough that you won’t die.


Those who, like Awakened Ones, forgot their first selves through 「Selflessness」 and were reborn as new beings were even more vulnerable to Eight Gates of Hell. Their forgotten selves returned.


Sirwen had used this technique to subdue early-stage Awakened Ones several times before.


Something ran down from her nose in the next moment.


“Huh?”


The liquid flowing from Sirwen’s nose passed over her philtrum and dripped onto Jaehwan’s shoulder. Silver particles scattered from the corner of her lips.


“...W-what is this?”


A nosebleed?


That could not be right.


A nosebleed while using an illusion-type skill meant the caster’s mental energy was reaching its limit.


That’s impossible. I’m reaching my limit?


Normally, mental energy was proportional to the years a caster had lived. The stronger a dream demon’s mental energy, the more powerful the Eight Gates of Hell they could use.


But illusion-type skills had one weakness.


Rebound.


If the target’s mental energy exceeded the caster’s, the illusion’s mental damage would return to the caster in full.


That can’t be. I’ve lived for over two thousand years!


The amount of silver liquid running over her philtrum was increasing. The world spun, and dizziness swept over her. Sirwen focused her mind.


What in the world was happening inside for her to end up like this?


The instant she looked into Eight Gates of Hell, every hair on her body stood on end.


Thousands of selves were fighting a single self.


Thousands of selves?


It was unbelievable.


The number of selves seen in the seventh gate was proportional to the years the target had lived. Someone who had lived fifty years faced roughly one hundred selves. Someone who had lived a hundred years faced roughly two hundred selves.


But thousands?


Just how many years has he lived?


Sirwen felt her consciousness gradually fading. At this rate, she would be the one to collapse first.


Eight Gates of Hell changed in the next moment.


Something had begun happening to the seventh gate, which had remained perfectly intact until now.


This was not a matter of mental energy.


A chilling sensation ran down her spine.


No... How could this possibly...!


A rumbling sound came from somewhere.


Her seventh gate was collapsing.
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It was probably around the time Cheongheo was teaching Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master. When Cayman asked what Awakening truly was, Cheongheo gave the following answer.


“Awakening is learning how to gaze.”


“What does that mean?”


“You have heard that one’s gaze is power, haven’t you?”


Cayman still looked puzzled, but Jaehwan, who had been listening nearby, understood at once.


Awakening was the ability to see the truth of the world.


Awakened Ones saw the world’s true “numbers” and the “particles” that made up the world. They read data other Adapters could not see. They even came to view themselves in an entirely different way.


This was the stage called 「Selflessness」 in Awakening.


It was the stage where one was freed from the flesh and objectified oneself.


Awakened Ones who reached this stage gained a completely new kind of “power.” Because they saw differently, the very resources of the world they could use became different.


That was why Awakened Ones could wield limitless spiritual power.


And it was not just spiritual power. Through combinations of countless pieces of data and information gathered from all around them, Awakened Ones could fight in entirely different ways. They could use irregular skills and techniques that lay outside the System’s rules.


Yet even Awakened Ones, powerful as they were, had a weakness.


“You must beware of 「Alienation」.”


During his training in the Tower, Cheongheo had repeatedly told Jaehwan that.


“Those who see too much are bound to go blind all the faster.”


“What are you talking about?”


Cheongheo clicked his tongue and said, “It means if you keep your eyes wide open like that, they will eventually grow dim, you brat.”


Back then, Jaehwan had not properly listened to Cheongheo.


What? My vision will grow dim?


“You think I’m an old man?”


He thought that had been his answer. Now, though, Jaehwan realized all over again just how arrogant he had been.


Where am I?


He slowly blinked, but he could see nothing.


He almost wondered if his vision had truly grown dim, just as the old man had said.


His body felt heavy and sluggish, as though he had sunk into the deep sea. He clenched and unclenched his hand. He kicked his feet. He could not feel gravity. He opened and closed his mouth. No voice came out.


Little by little, Jaehwan realized where he was.


This was space.


Why was he floating through space? Had he not been fighting his selves in the seventh gate? No matter where he looked, the selves were nowhere to be seen. Nothing surrounded him but pitch-black darkness.


Then, things glittering in the distant dark came into view.


Stars? No, they were not stars.


Jaehwan sharpened his sight and examined them closely.


They gave off faint light from dozens, perhaps hundreds of light-years away. Only after staring at them for a long time did Jaehwan realize what they were.


They were his memories.


“Jaehwan, are you going to challenge it again?”


His memory of Jay, whom he had met in the Tower of Nightmares.


“What exactly are you?”


His memory of Mino, whom he had met in the Forest Zone.


“What do you think I lack?”


His memory of Meikal, whom he had met in the workshop...


Countless memories, each made up of stories and episodes, shone like stars gathered in round clusters. The memories constantly sent him signals, but they were too far away for him to reach.


After looking at that light for a long time, Jaehwan finally understood what this universe was.


This universe was himself.


Countless memories sent him light and spoke to him. Yet he could neither see nor hear any of them.


He did not feel like doing so.


He was too tired to want to listen.


At that moment, Jaehwan understood Cheongheo’s words.


So this was Alienation.


Those who saw too much quickly went blind.


Those who heard too much quickly grew numb.


Even after realizing that, Jaehwan did not feel like changing it.


Floating through space like a buoy adrift on the open sea, Jaehwan quietly curled into himself. It was comfortable. When he shut out the sounds, weak voices echoed in his head.


...


That’s right. I’ve worked hard enough.


No one else could have made it this far.


...


In the silence, Jaehwan felt endlessly at peace. Then he suddenly realized he was still holding his sword. The familiar feel of the grip against his palm.


In truth, he wanted to say that it was too hard.


The instant he tried to loosen his grip, a ripple spread through the silence.


Hummm.


It was a cry.


Hummm.


It was quiet.


Hummm.


But it carried strength.


The sound was coming from his right hand.


The brilliantly trembling blade.


Dokbul was crying.


Hummm.


Dokbul did not ask him anything or demand anything of him. It simply cried there in silence.


Jaehwan listened to it. For a long time, he continued listening. Then the unsettled thoughts wandering through his mind gradually faded away. For some reason, a yearning rose within him.


Strangely, Jaehwan felt that this cry might give him an answer.


He asked,


Who am I?


Dokbul answered.


Hummm.


It was not an answer. It was not even words. It could explain nothing and tell him nothing.


And because of that, it was an answer.


It might not have been the correct answer, but it could still be a response.


That response made Jaehwan feel less alone.


Slowly, Jaehwan tightened his grip on Dokbul. The instant the sensation of its hilt became vivid in his hand, he felt something new rising from deep within him.


Jaehwan slowly closed and opened his eyes.


The darkness around him rippled for a moment. Countless stars shone throughout his universe. Once again, the stars asked Jaehwan,


“Who are you?”


Jaehwan silently looked down at Dokbul in his hand. Dokbul hummed quietly.


Who am I? Jaehwan did not know the answer.


He could only respond.


I do not know who I am.


But I am here.


Jaehwan walked among the stars. The stars’ gazes turned toward him. Dokbul slowly moved.


It was neither a Stab nor a slash.


It was the one Line at the beginning of all things.


Along the path Jaehwan’s sword passed through, star connected to star.


The severed memories returned to their places. As if traveling between stars, Jaehwan passed through countless memories.


There must have been someone who first drew a constellation.


Jaehwan did not know who that person was, but he thought he knew one thing.


That person must have been very lonely.


As he looked at the countless stars filling the night sky, Jaehwan thought about the first constellation.


Precious memories he had forgotten during two thousand years of Stab returned to him. With his eyes closed, Jaehwan thought,


This was me.


His universe slowly scattered, and Jaehwan opened his eyes amid a swelling sense of fulfillment. Strength overflowed through his entire body. He felt as though he could pierce even the sky.


...Had he reached the next stage after 「Selflessness」?


The fourth stage of Awakening.


The first stage, 「Doubt」, discovered the System’s absurdities. The second stage, 「Understanding」, understood the System. The third stage, 「Selflessness」, escaped the System’s world.


What was the fourth stage?


Jaehwan had not yet found the keyword that represented this stage. He could not know what possibilities it held. He only knew, by instinct, that he had reached a new realm.


I should get out of here first.


Since all the selves had vanished, he had clearly cleared the seventh gate. Since the skill was called Eight Gates of Hell, the eighth gate likely remained.


Jaehwan looked around for a moment, then threw open a door in one corner of the room. Another room appeared beyond it.


This must be the eighth gate.


Jaehwan entered the room cautiously. Yet the inside was so bare that his tension felt pointless.


His strength seemed to drain away.


Then he spotted a table in the center of the room. A single book rested on it.


Its title read:


『Record of the Abyss』


At that moment, Jaehwan realized the eighth gate was not a trial, but a space created as a kind of reward.


He opened the book.


“This is a record of my failure. To you who have passed through every gate of hell, I offer my insignificant story.”


...It seemed to be a record left by the Dream Demon who created Eight Gates of Hell.


Without much thought, Jaehwan turned the page. Yet as he did, he unknowingly held his breath. The contents were completely unexpected.


“I still remember the day the Abyss Expedition first departed.”


This is...


The book contained the expedition records of the Abyss Expedition from nine hundred years ago. Jaehwan quickly flipped through its pages and opened the title page. The author’s name was faintly written beneath the title.


Something like a shudder passed through him.


The name he had searched for so desperately.


At the same time, the name of the being that had led him to this 《Chaos》 was written there.


“Mulack Armelt.”


The one who had created Eight Gates of Hell was Master Mulack, the creator of the Fortress of Regret, the Tower of Nightmares Jaehwan had emerged from.


* * *


Slash!


A sharp strike erased two or three Nether Ghost Envoys in a spray of silver dust. Cheongheo cut down the approaching Nether Ghost Envoys wildly and muttered, “...Hah, damn it.”


With Jaehwan tucked under one arm and the Dream Demon Sirwen tied around his waist, Cheongheo flew through the air.


“Whoops.”


He stepped on the severed head of a Nether Ghost Envoy and leaped toward a nearby high-rise building. Glass shattered, and Cheongheo entered the building and laid Jaehwan and Sirwen on the floor.


“You brat! Wake up!”


The Dream Demon who had cast the technique had collapsed, so the illusion should have broken. Yet Jaehwan showed no sign of waking.


“Hey, you girl!”


The Dream Demon was no different. He had brought the caster with him just in case, but for some reason neither the caster nor the target showed any sign of waking up.


Of all times...


The situation was urgent. The Nether Ghost Envoys were one thing, but beings with powerful Spiritual Pressure had just entered Manticore’s Outer Fortress.


They were from the Palace of Rebirth.


He had already sent an urgent Messenger Hawk to Gorgon. Since the ambush had been exposed, a full-scale battle could no longer be avoided. In a full-scale battle, they could use the teleportation station, so reinforcements would arrive if they could hold out for just a few hours.


By now, several more Awakened Ones should have emerged.


They might stand a chance now.


Cheongheo tried to steel himself. Yet the approaching Spiritual Pressures kept making him uneasy. The closer they came, the more the enemies’ Spiritual Pressure intensified.


...How could they possess such a presence?


Lieutenant General-class?


No. This was not the power of a mere Lieutenant General.


Cheongheo awkwardly poked his head through the shattered window. Lords had appeared atop the Inner Fortress’s spires.


The moment he saw them, Cheongheo’s shoulders trembled.


Good heavens, why is that person in 《Chaos》...?


Someone who should not have been there stood before him.


Those of Warlord-class and above never remained in 《Chaos》 for long, since they influenced the balance of power in the 《Great Realm》. They rarely died, but when they did, they also gained priority over the Fruit.


Yet one of those terrifying Warlords stood before Cheongheo now.


The second of the three commander ranks, a Warlord.


A direct descendant of the Sa Clan, one of the Five Great Families, and among the highest-ranking of them.


The eleventh-stage Adapter, the Dark Fragrance Lord, Samyeong Garam.


Starting with him, two Warlords and dozens of Lieutenant Generals flew through the air and landed in Manticore.


The next moment, Samyeong Garam’s eyes found Cheongheo hiding in the building.


[Are you there?]
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“Yes, it was the moment the last king of Chaos was born.”


Euphrates, Poet


* * *


Ten days had already passed since the start of the war that would later be called the Rebirth War.


An uneasy mood hung over the conference room in Gorgon Inner Keep. The Horn Lords and officials attending the meeting only glanced at one another in silence.


With a sigh, Chief Internal Administrator Yulhen spoke first.


“Begin the reports. First Company of 《Carpe Diem》.”


The First Company Commander of 《Carpe Diem》, the Liberation Army of Gorgon’s Awakened Ones, had once been called Stubborn Karlton. He had become one of the greatest beneficiaries of this “Awakening Uprising.”


“Karlton Xavier, reporting for First Company.”


Until ten days ago, Karlton had been an ordinary Fifth Adapter. Now, he was a third-stage Awakened One radiating immense Spiritual Pressure from his entire body. Apparently, Cayman had personally trained him for two hundred years in the Tower’s time.


Perhaps it was due to his natural talent, but Karlton’s Combat Power as an Awakened One did not fall behind that of the other Awakened Hall Masters in the slightest. More precisely, only Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, ranked above Karlton among Gorgon Fortress’s strongest fighters.


It might have been only natural for him to become the First Company Commander of 《Carpe Diem》, the Liberation Army of Gorgon’s Awakened Ones.


“With First Company’s remaining strength...”


Karlton calmly flipped through his documents and projected a holographic image in the center of the conference room.


Yulhen muttered, “Twelve second-stage Awakened Ones dead... The company has been cut in half.”


“That is correct.”


They had lost twelve Awakened Ones. That did not even include the lightly wounded, so the actual damage was greater.


As the other companies continued their reports, Yulhen’s expression hardened rapidly.


The final report came from Shin Mugeuk, the Hall Master of Limitless Hall. As an Eighth Adapter, he had grown too accustomed to the world of adaptation to become an Awakened One. Still, through relentless effort, he had recently succeeded in becoming a Ninth Adapter. As an Adapter, he had gained lord-tier Combat Power, equivalent to Lieutenant General-class.


Even so, Seventh Company under his command was in no better condition.


“...That concludes Seventh Company’s current losses.”


Yulhen fell silent. Losses had been expected, but the scale was far worse than anticipated.


“To lose more than half in only ten days...”


Ten days ago, when they had marched to war after receiving Cheongheo’s message, Gorgon had possessed nearly three hundred Awakened Ones. Twelve of them had completed their third Awakening, and more than eighty second-stage Awakened Ones stood on the verge of their third.


They had acted as if victory were already theirs.


Perhaps it was because they had just witnessed Cayman drive back the Jade-Faced Lord. A third-stage Awakened One had defeated a Ninth Adapter of Lieutenant General-class, and they had twelve third-stage Awakened Ones.


Some showed their confidence openly, while others kept it to themselves. Either way, they all thought the same thing.


They could win.


Everyone believed it.


Even when their first clash with the 《Palace of Rebirth》 began, their expectations had not faltered.


The Awakened Ones who led the vanguard seemed slightly outmatched by the enemy Lieutenant Generals, but they still won the first battle without incident.


Over the following two days, Gorgon’s Liberation Army drove back one 《Palace of Rebirth》 unit after another with terrifying momentum and pushed the front lines all the way to Manticore.


It had taken only three days.


Gorgon was almost in a festive mood.


Some were already calling for liberation too soon. Others behaved as though the 《Palace of Rebirth》 had already fallen. Even the critics of 《Chaos This Month》 praised the war for freedom and urged them onward.


That was as far as they got.


When the Warlords who had remained silent within the 《Palace of Rebirth》 took the field, three of them including the Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam, the tide of war changed completely.


“Aaaagh!”


“R-run!”


On the fourth day of battle, Gorgon lost five third-stage Awakened Ones.


The power of those legendary Warlord-class Lords was horrifying.


Third-stage Awakened Ones who seemed capable of splitting mountains and cleaving seas were left crippled after only a few swings of those Lords’ blades, their arms and legs severed.


Defeat followed defeat. The front lines were pushed back again and again.


And now, on the tenth day, the forces of the 《Palace of Rebirth》 had reached Gorgon Fortress’s doorstep. Gorgon’s Liberation Army had lost many Companions, but there was not even time to hold Soul Farewell Rites.


“Chief Internal Administrator. We cannot keep fighting any longer.”


The speaker was Yoon Yong, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall.


After becoming a third-stage Awakened One, he had fought brilliantly at the forefront. Yet he had lost his left arm in the last battle.


Yulhen looked at his empty sleeve in silence. That sleeve was likely not all the Thunder God Hall Master had lost in that battle.


Aisa Lindcroft, Fortress Lord of Dryad, spoke next.


“...I cannot see any waterway at all.”


Not being able to see a waterway was an idiom often used in the Great Sea Zone. It meant there was no way forward.


A deep silence followed. None of them said it aloud, but they all knew.


《Chaos》 could not win this fight.


Aisa spoke again.


“What if we accepted the 《Palace of Rebirth》’s offer instead...?”


The offer had been delivered unilaterally two nights earlier, when the Lords of the 《Palace of Rebirth》 reached the very edge of Gorgon.


“Hand over Gorgon’s Fortress Lord and the ‘Tower’ you use. Then we will overlook everything that has happened.”


It was a terrifying proclamation that swept through Gorgon’s night.


Everyone in Gorgon had held their breath as they listened. Perhaps the Liberation Army had already accepted defeat then.


Yet there were still those who refused to give up.


“We cannot do that.”


A deep male voice spoke.


It was Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master.


“We cannot hand over the Fortress Lord.”


He spoke as though making a declaration, his voice firm.


“Did the Fortress Lord not teach us? We make a waterway if there is none. The fact that you can see anything with clairvoyance does not mean you can see the future. Do not place too much faith in your skill, Aisa.”


“...But we have no chance of winning like this. You know that too, Cayman.”


After considering something for a moment, Aisa looked toward Yulhen and continued.


“What about asking another Lord for help?”


“Another Lord? Who do you mean?”


“For example, Steel.”


“...You mean Huh Yu, the Lord of Steel?”


“Yes.”


Aisa nodded.


“The Lords who marched out from the 《Palace of Rebirth》 all belong to Darkness of the Ninth Zone. The Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam and the other two Warlords are all Lords under the Ninth Zone. Anyone who knows anything knows that Steel and Darkness have been bitter enemies for a long time.”


Yulhen immediately understood what Aisa meant.


“You are suggesting we fight poison with poison.”


Using one Lord to deal with another did sound reasonable at first.


“Exactly. And we have the envoy sent by the Lord of Steel with us.”


The envoy...


Yulhen’s expression turned bitter.


“As the Fortress Lord of Dryad knows, Steel’s envoy is currently imprisoned in Gorgon Inner Keep’s prison.”


“What if we released him and spoke with him?”


“The situation is not so simple.”


“Huh Yu is a Lord who values honor.”


“Fortress Lord of Dryad, it seems you have overlooked an important fact.”


Yulhen glanced at Cayman before continuing.


“Have you forgotten? We killed the Jade-Faced Lord Bang Cheonil, whom Huh Yu sent as an envoy.”


Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord of the Fifth Zone.


During the Three Fortresses Meeting not long ago, he had lost his life to Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master.


They had killed one of Steel’s men, and now they wanted Steel’s help? No matter how Yulhen considered it, the decision made no sense.


Aisa quickly shook her head.


“Strictly speaking, he did not die. Those who enter 《Chaos》 through the Narrow Gate return to their first bodies even if they die here.”


“That does not change anything. Steel will already be deeply offended by the Jade-Faced Lord’s defeat.”


“Even so...”


“And even if the Lord of Steel wished to help us, we cannot borrow the hands of other Lords.”


“...Why not?”


“Chaos must be liberated by Chaos alone.”


The room turned solemn.


They remembered the man who had brought them to that shared resolve. Nobody spoke, but everyone knew they were thinking of the same person.


Cayman was the first to speak.


“Is the Fortress Lord still unconscious?”


* * *


The treatment room in Gorgon Inner Keep contained only a clean curtain and a bed, yet three people occupied it.


“Hey, you damn woman! If you turned someone into this, shouldn’t you wake him up properly?”


“...”


“What kind of illusion did you cast that he hasn’t woken up for ten days?”


“...You’re really noisy. You’re a doctor too, aren’t you? If you’re so unhappy, why don’t you try something yourself?”


Sirwen snapped as she looked at Jaehwan, still unconscious on the bed.


Cheongheo immediately shouted back.


“If I could’ve done something, I’d have done it ages ago, bitch!”


“Hah... You old brat. I saved your life too, didn’t I? Aren’t you being far too rude?”


Sirwen was telling the truth, so Cheongheo shut his mouth for a moment.


Ten days ago, Cheongheo had escaped the Dark Fragrance Lord’s attack with the help of Sirwen, who had woken at just the right moment. When the Warlord’s immense spiritual power destroyed the building, Sirwen had used Warp, an innate Dream Demon skill, to move Jaehwan and Cheongheo with her.


“Ahem. You were certainly helpful, but...”


The Dark Fragrance Lord’s attack had been that terrifying. In a sense, he owed the Dream Demon before him his life.


Still, narrow-minded Cheongheo was not about to admit that so readily.


“You need to get your facts straight! I’m the one who saved you!”


“Why?”


“Have you forgotten who protected you while you were unconscious?”


This time, Sirwen was the one put on the spot.


She had lost consciousness when the Seventh Gate broke while she was casting Eight Gates of Hell. Had Cheongheo not protected her then, her soul would have suffered severe damage.


“Fine. Let’s say we’re even.”


Sirwen’s unexpectedly casual answer made Cheongheo, who had been fuming, feel awkward instead. He truly felt like an old child.


After staring at Jaehwan on the bed for a moment, he spoke.


“Why did you save us, anyway? You had ties to Darkness’s side.”


Sirwen was a Dream Demon under contract with Geumcheon Hall, which was backed by the Lord of Darkness. Saving Jaehwan and Cheongheo would certainly bring punishment down upon her.


“Hmph, it wasn’t much of an affiliation. We just used each other. A human who broke Eight Gates of Hell has appeared. Do you think I’d care about some contract?”


“Eight Gates of Hell? Is the illusion you cast on the Fortress Lord Eight Gates of Hell?”


“That’s right.”


Cheongheo tilted his head, puzzled.


“There’s no way this brat would lose to a skill like that...”


“A skill like that? Eight Gates of Hell is a magnificent skill.”


“...Even the brats of Scholar Forest Hall use a paltry skill like Eight Gates of Hell.”


“Scholar Forest Hall? Ah.”


Sirwen seemed to recall something at Cheongheo’s words.


“That’s right. I taught Eight Gates of Hell to them about seven hundred years ago.”


Cheongheo was somewhat surprised that she had taught them the skill. Come to think of it, Scholar Forest Hall had begun using Eight Gates of Hell exactly seven hundred years ago.


“Eight Gates of Hell wasn’t made for humans to use. Only Dream Demons can unlock this skill’s true power.”


It was a strange thing to say. Then why had she passed the skill on to humans?


As if she had read his question, Sirwen answered.


“I wanted someone to break it.”


“Break it?”


Sirwen nodded.


“Because nobody I knew could break Eight Gates of Hell.”


“That can’t be true. I’ve seen Eight Gates of Hell break many times.”


“Of course you have. If it was Eight Gates of Hell cast by a human.”


Cheongheo fell silent.


“Like most illusion skills, Eight Gates of Hell breaks when it encounters someone with greater mental energy than its caster. Yet what breaks then is the caster’s mind, never the skill of Eight Gates of Hell itself.”


Cheongheo immediately understood.


Simply put, Eight Gates of Hell was like an unbreakable sword. Even if the person holding it suffered an impact they could not withstand and died, the sword itself would never break.


“If a Master-grade Dream Demon uses Eight Gates of Hell, even a Great Lord of the twelve zones cannot escape it easily.”


Cheongheo’s eyes widened at her confident voice. If Sirwen was telling the truth, Jaehwan’s condition could be far more serious than he had thought.


Sirwen was not one of the thirteen Masters, but she was one of the five hundred Master Craftsmen. If a Dream Demon of her caliber had used Eight Gates of Hell...


“I know what you’re thinking. Relax. This human is safe.”


“What do you mean?”


Sirwen spoke in a voice already wounded by humiliation.


“This human broke my Eight Gates of Hell. It wasn’t enough for him to shatter my mind. He completely destroyed the skill itself.”


“...!”


“This guy broke through the Seventh Gate, which no one had ever broken, and reached the final Eighth Gate. By the way, the Eighth Gate is a reward chamber. Those who cross the Seventh Gate receive an enormous reward there.”


Only then did Cheongheo understand why Sirwen had saved them even at the cost of breaking her contract, and why she remained in Gorgon Fortress, checking on Jaehwan’s condition every day.


The Hall Master of Scholar Forest Hall, Jegal Myeong, had once spoken of Eight Gates of Hell in passing.


“If someone passes through every gate of Eight Gates of Hell and reaches the Eighth Gate, that person may be capable of becoming the king of this 《Chaos》.”


Cheongheo swallowed and asked, “What is there?”


“The legacy left by my godfather.”


Cheongheo was about to ask what that meant, but he noticed Sirwen’s troubling expression and closed his mouth.


Sirwen’s eyes had widened.


“Wait, just now...”


Cheongheo followed Sirwen’s gaze and realized what had happened without needing to finish his question.


After ten long days of sleep, Jaehwan had finally opened his eyes.
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As soon as he woke, Jaehwan received a rough account of everything that had happened in the meantime: the battles and humiliations Gorgon had suffered over the past ten days, including how their surprise operation had come to nothing.


“Wait. Where are you going?”

“The conference room.”

“You cannot go to the conference room right now. Some of the officials want to hand you over to the Palace of Rebirth.”

“Hand me over?”


Cheongheo let out a sigh and explained the situation.

Jaehwan listened with a calm expression.


“I see.”


Despite Cheongheo’s attempts to stop him, Jaehwan headed straight for the conference room. The officials of the Inner Fortress looked flustered by Jaehwan’s sudden appearance.


“C-Fortress Lord?”


Jaehwan seemed to read something in the mood of the room, then suddenly said:


“I’ll go.”

“What do you mean, you’ll go?”

“I’ll go to the Palace of Rebirth.”


It was a thunderbolt of a declaration, dropped before they even had time to share the joy of seeing him again.

At that moment, everyone in the conference room understood Jaehwan’s resolve. He said he would go to the Palace of Rebirth. The Fortress Lord had come here knowing everything.

South Sea Hall Master Cayman shot to his feet and shouted.


“What are you talking about? You cannot!”

“...South Sea Hall Master. Sit down.”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong spoke in a weak voice. He and a few others could not even bring themselves to look Jaehwan in the face. Jaehwan understood what that meant.

He looked at each of them in turn and said:


“I’m fine, so stop making those faces.”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong bit his lip with difficulty and lowered his head. No one in the room could speak. Someone covered their face with both hands, someone else turned away with their eyes squeezed shut. Fury and resignation crossed through the room.

Then, after some time had passed, Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong, who had been hanging his head, suddenly stood up and spoke.


“Fortress Lord, I hate you.”


His reddened eyes were fixed on Jaehwan.


“I hate you so much for forcing life on us, finding freedom for us, and teaching us hope.”

“...”

“Do you know? While you were lying there, many Companions died. They are people who would not have died if they had never known freedom, if they had never known hope.”


Jaehwan slowly looked around the room again.

Scholar Forest Hall Master Jegal Myeong was not there.


“I’m sorry.”

“You, why do you...”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong could not finish the sentence. Instead, his expression said the rest.

As he watched the tears in Yoon Yong’s eyes, Jaehwan reflected for the first time on what he had done.


Had the things he did really been right?


He could not tell. He did not even know whether he had the right to judge that. Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong kept his head lowered and said nothing for a long while.

Then, after some time had passed, Jaehwan realized that Yoon Yong’s voice was continuing.


“But even so, truly...”


It was a wet voice, as if wiping away tears.

A sound so small, yet so unmistakably clear.


“Fortress Lord, we need you.”


That was the beginning. Whatever trigger Yoon Yong’s words touched, the officials hurriedly rose from their seats.


“Please do not go to the Palace of Rebirth!”

“Fortress Lord, please. Stay here!”

“Please do not go, Fortress Lord!”


Who could have expected such a scene? Only an hour ago, these were the same people bickering over whether the Fortress Lord should go to the Palace of Rebirth or not.


“Then let’s fight! Let’s all fight and die together!”


Everyone in the room trembled at those words. It was not because of fear or dread. If anything, it was closer to the exultation born from deep rage and despair.

These were people who had learned what freedom was, what hope was, what life was. They knew they could die. But because of that, there were values that had to be protected all the more.


Why had they tried to forget that?


Cheongheo’s gaze on Jaehwan deepened.


You really did give them something absurd.


If it meant protecting what they had been given, they would offer up even their own lives. Every eye in the room burned with emotion.

Jaehwan examined each face turned toward him, then said:


“I think you are all misunderstanding something. I’m not going to 《Palace of Rebirth》 to surrender.”

“...What?”


Someone asked back like a fool.

Jaehwan smiled faintly.

And the moment they saw that smile, everyone in the room realized something. In truth, all of them had been waiting for that smile.


A man who never submitted, no matter how powerful the enemy or how overwhelming the despair. A man who created miracles with his own power, and made everyone believe in those miracles.


They waited for that man to speak.


For Jaehwan, who had appeared as if out of nowhere, to say in his calm, indifferent voice:


“I’m going to blow 《Palace of Rebirth》 off the map.”


* * *


With Gorgon on the brink of destruction, he was saying he would go blow up the Palace of Rebirth by himself? Everyone in the Inner Fortress gaped at the absurd idea. But even as they stood there with their mouths open, none of them could hide their anticipation.

Because he was not a man who spoke empty words.


...Could it really be done?


The officials in the conference room had seen the Combat Power of Warlord-class Lords with their own eyes. Even if every Awakened One here rushed them together, a Warlord was an enemy they could not defeat. And there were no fewer than three of them.

That was why the officials had no choice but to ask:


“Fortress Lord, are you in your right mind?”

“I’m always in my right mind.”


A hollow laugh spread at his casual tone.


“Did you say you would blow up the Palace of Rebirth?”

“Yes.”


One by one, people started letting out little laughs. The matter they had agonized over for days, the Fortress Lord spoke of it that easily.


“When?”

“Right now.”


That was right. Their Fortress Lord was this kind of person.

Someone calm in the face of the impossible. Someone who did first what anyone could think of, but no one else could actually do.

The expressions of the people who had been full of despair flickered with a strange anticipation.

Watching from the side, Dream Demon Sirwen raised an eyebrow with interest.


What a strange human.


Justice was childish by nature. Because it was unrealistic. And because it was unrealistic, people could blame it and turn away from it. They could all say the same thing together.


Your words are not realistic.


People who practiced justice to the bitter end under the excuse of reality were despised as mere idealists. That was the fate of justice when placed before reality.

But the man before her was different.


He looked like someone who did not even know the word reality.


Sirwen quietly watched Jaehwan, then slowly shook her head. Having lived for two thousand years, she had seen humans acclaimed as heroes several times. They too had been like Jaehwan was now.


In the end, humans kneel before reality.


They had all failed. No matter how great their ideals, they meant nothing without the power to put them into action. Reality was that solid. It was not so fragile that it could be scratched by the faith or declaration of a single person.

So this man too would eventually kneel. No one would follow him, and he would be left all alone. Sooner or later, someone would step in to stop him...


“Fine! I’ll go right now!”


...?


“Please take me with you, Fortress Lord!”


Huh?


“Let’s go crush those bastards! Right now!”


What?


As people all over the room sprang from their seats, the conference hall instantly turned into chaos. It felt as if the entire fortress was rising to its feet. Watching the scene, cold sweat ran down Sirwen’s back.


None of them were in their right minds.


She had heard that something strange had been happening in Gorgon lately. Souls who had been living well enough as souls had suddenly started shouting about freedom, true life, and liberation.


Why now? Because of this one man?


She could not understand it at all. Perhaps, as someone born a dream demon who had lived for two thousand years, it was something she would never understand.


...Well, maybe it did not matter.


Sirwen’s goal was to learn the secret of the Eighth Gate from Jaehwan. She was dying of curiosity over what exactly her godfather had left behind in the Eighth Gate.

It was Jaehwan, as expected, who brought the conference room, boiling over with excitement, back under control in a single stroke.


“I appreciate how you all feel, but this time, four people including me will be enough to deal with them.”


The roiling atmosphere in the room cooled in an instant.


“Me, Old Man Cheongheo, and Cayman will go together.”

“It is an honor, Fortress Lord.”


At Jaehwan’s declaration, Cayman looked proud, and Cheongheo grumbled as if annoyed, though his face was lit with a trace of excitement.


“Hmph. Where do you think you’re going without me?”


But the others who had not been called looked aggrieved. A few of them shouted:


“That makes no sense!”

“You know it too, Fortress Lord! Four people are not enough!”


Just as the commotion threatened to spread again, Jaehwan cut them off.


“Four are enough. And the people staying behind also have work to do, so do not feel too slighted.”


...Work to do?


“I think you are misunderstanding something. Even if 《Palace of Rebirth》 is brought down, that does not mean everything will be over.”


Jaehwan’s voice remained calm as he continued. Before anyone realized it, the whole room was focused on his voice.


“Once 《Palace of Rebirth》 is destroyed, Chaos will naturally unite around Gorgon. What do you think will happen then?”


What would happen if Chaos were united? The people in the room, who had never thought that far ahead, could only stare blankly at one another.

The one who answered the question was Aisa Lindcroft, Fortress Lord of Dryad.


“Groups that seek to split things apart will start appearing everywhere. Not everyone will accept Gorgon as the center of 《Chaos》.”

“That’s right.”


For some reason, Aisa felt a chill at the sight of Jaehwan calmly nodding. He was already certain of Chaos’s unification.

Which meant...


He was already thinking beyond 《Palace of Rebirth》.


In other words, he was certain that today, 《Palace of Rebirth》 would be destroyed. Jaehwan continued:


“From now on, Gorgon will have to deal with Warlords springing up everywhere.”

“...You mean we need to train separate forces to deal with them, aside from the Abyss Expedition.”

“That’s right. You’re smart.”


Smart? In the past nine hundred years, no one had dared use that word to her. Yet even at his rude remark, Aisa could not bring herself to be angry.

At that moment, Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong raised his hand and said:


“Fortress Lord, I cannot accept this! Are you saying we should turn away from the Palace of Rebirth right in front of us just to prepare for Warlords that do not even exist yet?”

“It is not just the Warlords. You do not think that destroying 《Palace of Rebirth》 means the war with the Lords is over, do you?”


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong furrowed his brow.


“If we destroy the 「Narrow Gate」, the Lords cannot cross over, can they?”

“The 「Narrow Gate」 is only a Treasure that disguises a living being as one of the dead. You know there are other ways to come to 《Chaos》 besides that, don’t you?”


At those words, Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong looked like he had just been struck on the head.

Jaehwan was right.

《Chaos》 was not originally a place one came to through the 「Narrow Gate」.


“But something like that would never...”

“We are simply preparing for the possibility.”


The odds were low, but they could not completely rule out the possibility that the subordinates of the Twelve Great Lords might willingly end their own lives and cross over into 《Chaos》. Had their expectations not already been overturned by the appearance of even Warlord-class Lords?


“...If that is truly your will, Fortress Lord, then I understand.”


In the end, Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong stepped back. Then Aisa, who had been quietly listening, suddenly spoke up.


“Fortress Lord of Gorgon, I think there is one thing you have overlooked.”

“What is it?”

“You said earlier that you would take four people, but you have only named three. Who is the remaining one?”


The conference hall was instantly covered in a suffocating silence. It was a silence layered with the hope that perhaps Jaehwan might call on them. Even Aisa, who had asked the question, had a gleam in her eyes. But the one Jaehwan pointed to a moment later betrayed all of their expectations.


“The last one is that one.”


At those words, a woman who had been blankly watching the room until then widened her eyes.


“...Me?”


She was Sirwen Armelt, a dream demon.
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White linoleum floors, pink wallpaper covering the walls, and hundreds of books lined up on the shelves. Beneath them stood glass display cases at regular intervals, shaped like enormous upside-down flasks.


At the center of it all, Sirwen Armelt gritted her teeth as she operated a control panel floating in midair.


How the hell had she ended up like this?


Recalling what had happened moments ago, she twisted her face into a scowl.


“Why would I go there?”


When Jaehwan pointed at her, Sirwen thought she must have misheard him.


He wanted to take her to the Palace of Rebirth.


After they had even stabbed Darkness in the back, he expected her to walk right in there?


Then Jaehwan spoke again, and Sirwen’s mouth fell open.


“Don’t you want to know what was inside the Eighth Gate?”


Her face went pale. Her eyes darted anxiously as she listened to him.


“If you help me, I’ll tell you what I saw in the Eighth Gate.”


Was this what an irresistible offer felt like?


No, how did he even know?


She was so creeped out that she could not even bring herself to question him. Covering her eyes with both hands, Sirwen leaned her head back and thought for a moment before speaking.


“How do you want me to help?”

“Send us to 《Palace of Rebirth》.”

“Send you? How?”

“Use Warp.”


Warp.


A spatial movement skill only dream demons could use.


Only then did the people in the room seem to understand why Jaehwan had chosen Sirwen. Sirwen herself still looked unconvinced.


“That’s impossible. I can’t Warp that far, and there are too many people.”


Warp allowed its user to travel to any place they remembered, but its range was limited. Jaehwan shook his head.


“You can.”

“I said I can’t!”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


“Even if you open your 「Personal Workshop」?”


Sirwen froze.


「Personal Workshop」.


A multidimensional pocket dimension every dream demon possessed, and a private place where they created their works.


“Let us into your 「Personal Workshop」, then use the ‘Warp Drive.’ That will get us there.”


Sirwen’s eyes widened in shock.


Jaehwan was right. A Personal Workshop was not only a useful shelter for dream demons in an emergency. It was also a pocket dimension equipped with a Warp Drive capable of long-distance Warp.


“How could a human possibly know about that...”

“How I know isn’t important. What matters is that you can do it.”


Regardless of whether it was possible, Sirwen could not agree to his request.


“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Th-That’s...”


Sirwen could not explain how she felt in any logical way. It was not an emotion that could be properly explained in the first place, and she did not want to explain it.


Every dream demon closes their Personal Workshop before dying.


It is a workshop containing the entirety of their history.


Inside it, dream demons release the unconscious parts of themselves they keep hidden so they can devote themselves freely to creation. That is why they never invite others into their 「Personal Workshop」. For a dream demon, having someone discover their Personal Workshop is more shameful than dancing naked before a crowd.


“...Damn it.”


Even so, Sirwen had no choice but to accept Jaehwan’s condition. Even if it meant selling her old pride, she wanted to know what reward lay within the Eighth Gate.


And this was the result.


After finishing the Warp Drive’s settings, Sirwen caught her breath and turned around.


“Hey, I’m done setting it up, so we’ll arrive at the Palace of Rebirth any moment now...!”


Sirwen could not finish.


The three men who had been standing behind her moments ago were now looking through the exhibits in her workshop. They even seemed to be critiquing them.


She felt so ashamed that it seemed as though her arms and legs were curling in on themselves.


“Hey! What are you doing? I told you not to look at those! I don’t make Towers anymore!”


Her godfather, Mulack, had once said that making a Tower was like showing someone your ass. Getting caught with a failed work was even more humiliating than having a hidden mole on your ass exposed.


...No, what could those idiots possibly know about Towers?


Her hopes shattered at Cheongheo’s next words.


“Brat, look at this. That girl actually made something like this and called it a Tower.”


Cheongheo let out a hollow laugh as he pointed at the description beside the miniature Tower in the glass case.


+


[Work Information]


Title: The Ten Billionth Regressor

Description: You who have regressed ten billion times, receive the blessing of the legendary dream demon ‘Sirwen Armelt’ and conquer the Great Realm!


+


“Don’t laugh! I made that when I was only twelve hundred years old!”


Her face bright red, Sirwen rushed over and hurriedly covered the case with a sheet of cloth.


Long ago, after Master Mulack created the first regression Tower, ‘Fortress of Regret,’ and received rave reviews from the monthly 《T.O.P》 magazine, regression became popular for a time.


“If every idiot is going to make Products regress, then I’ll make them regress ten billion times.”


Sirwen’s 『The Ten Billionth Regressor』 had been created out of resentment toward the regression trend. If regression was popular, she would repeat it so many times that regression itself would become strange and alien. It was a work born from a belief that was very much like a dream demon’s.


Naturally, it failed miserably.


Not only hers, but countless regression Towers made at the time were all discarded. It was discovered that deceiving Products into thinking they had regressed through illusions did nothing for cultivation. Worse, it damaged the Product’s Mentality and lowered the quality of cultivation.


For reference, 『The Ten Billionth Regressor』 received half a star out of five from the monthly 《T.O.P》, a magazine specializing in Towers.


It was still a dark chapter of her past that she wanted to forget.


“Has anyone ever cleared this Tower?”

“W-Well...”


Sirwen stammered at Cayman’s question.


She could never admit that 『The Ten Billionth Regressor』 was still in cultivation in World 9,766,245. The Cultivator had even died after growing tired of waiting, making it impossible for the Tower to ever be cleared.


Then Cheongheo spotted something else and spoke again.


“What’s this one?”


+


[Work Information]


Title: The Cultivator Doesn’t Cultivate

Introduction: Good heavens! The Companion beside me was actually a Cultivator? An incredible Tower is coming!


+


Sirwen’s face turned white. She ran over with a scream.


“Aaaaaah! Don’t look at it!”

“Kuahahaha! This is hilarious!”

“I could make them better now! I made all of these when I was young!”

“The Cultivator doesn’t cultivate!”


Cheongheo’s booming laughter made Sirwen want to disappear into the ground.


This was why she had not wanted to bring them here!


『The Cultivator Doesn’t Cultivate』 was her ambitious masterpiece, made to mock the so-called mass-produced cultivation tastes favored by Cultivators.


Instead of lounging at the top of a Tower just because they were Cultivators, they were meant to go through hell and fight alongside the Products from the first floor onward, enjoying the game with them. Yet it was rejected by the Cultivators as expected and failed completely.


“Heh. Seeing things like this and feeling nothing much, I must really be getting old.”

“...That doesn’t mean it feels good.”


As Sirwen frantically covered the Towers with cloth, she stopped at Cheongheo and Cayman’s casual exchange.


She had forgotten for a moment because their conversation was so natural.


They had all once been Products.


Come to think of it, she had never considered Towers from a Product’s perspective. She had always been focused only on how Cultivators and harvesters would react, or how the Dream Demon Association would critique her work.


Something felt strange.


What kind of place was a dream demon’s workshop to people who had once been Products?


Sirwen looked at Cheongheo and Cayman for a while before covering the remaining Towers. She knew that anything she said now would be nothing but hypocrisy.


Between her, who had been born a dream demon, and them, who had been chosen as Products, there was a gap no words could ever bridge. A wall that would never crumble, no matter how much time passed.


Thinking that way made Sirwen feel strangely lonely.


She could not understand why she felt that way. Guilt she had never experienced before came rushing over her all at once.


She did not know what was wrong. Still, the sense that something was wrong filled her chest and relentlessly tormented her soul.


Perhaps this was why her godfather had gone on that expedition.


With her head lowered, Sirwen focused on covering the Towers. For now, hiding her work was the most considerate thing she could do.


Then she noticed Jaehwan standing before the final exhibit.


The miniature Tower Jaehwan was looking at was Sirwen’s most recent unfinished work. She had planned its outline four days ago, inspired by a sudden idea.


“What is this Tower called?”


Sirwen’s shoulders flinched.


She tried to say something, then closed her mouth and looked at the Tower with Jaehwan.


A gigantic eye hung in the dark sky.


Thick, black mist surrounded the Tower.


The Tower took the form of a tree floating in the air. Its bare branches held not a single leaf. Unable to put down roots, unable to go anywhere, the tree looked lonely. Yet there was also something sublime about it.


It was a Tower with scattered ideas and a chaotic structure.


She had first imagined its appearance ten days ago, the moment she met Jaehwan. She did not know why. The instant she saw him, that tree had come to mind.


After hesitating, Sirwen spoke.


“...The World After the Fall. That’s the name of this Tower.”

“I see.”


Jaehwan answered briefly, then stared at the Tower for a long time. He looked as though he had left something behind inside it. His expression was strangely sad, and Sirwen could not bring herself to explain the Tower any further.


That was when a brilliant light burst from the Warp Drive.


Everyone knew what it meant. Space and time rippled, and a massive Warp gate appeared before them. Beyond it, they could faintly see the distant place they had to destroy.


“We’ve arrived.”


At last, it was time for the decisive showdown.
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At the eastern end of Chaos's desert zone, there was a lone cliffside path known as the "Narrow Path."


If one followed that path all the way, one would come upon a region blanketed in thick mist, and those lucky enough to pass through it all would discover a lavish grand palace unlike anything found anywhere else in 《Chaos》.


Magnificent walls made from the horns of rare horned beasts.


Dome-shaped skyscrapers personally devised by the Master Craftsmen of the 《Great Realm》. Buildings so grand they were beautiful.


Chaos revered this ancient palace and called it by the following name.


《Palace of Rebirth》.


A place where those who had lost their lives came to reclaim them.


On the walls of that Palace of Rebirth, a man was puffing out cigarette smoke.


"...How do these Chaos bastards live smoking this crap?"


After exhaling a few puffs of smoke, the man put out his cigarette and flicked the butt over the wall. It fell toward the front of the palace, trailing a long wavering tail behind it.


...Trash.


Where the cigarette butt fell, there stood a crowd treated no better than cigarette butts themselves. The crude sounds of the occasional scuffle grated on the man's nerves.


"Hey, can't you stand in line properly?"

"What? You're the one cutting in line!"


There were members of the Five Great Families, and there were also subordinates of Lords.


From as low as fifth-stage to as high as eighth-stage.


It was a queue of the dead. The line of those desperately waiting for resurrection crossed the drawbridge of the Palace of Rebirth and stretched far beyond the mist.


"Do you know how long I've been waiting? A whole six months! Six months!"

"I've been here eight months, you bastard!"


The two men arguing at the very front were McDowell and Agrippa, both eighth-stage Adapters.


McDowell belonged to the Seventh Zone ruled by Abraxas, the Lord of Immortality, while Agrippa belonged to the Ninth Zone ruled by the Lord of Darkness.


"Those bastards are at it again."


The man on the wall, Hickmeyer the Lord of Mist, frowned as he watched them.


The souls of this world were divided into two kinds.


Souls that could be resurrected again, and souls that could not.


As the seventy-second Palace Lord of the 《Palace of Rebirth》, he had spent long years sorting souls like that.


In his eyes, the McDowell and Agrippa before him clearly belonged to the latter.


Poor bastards.


Those who were meant to be reborn never entered the queue in the first place. Lord-class Adapters, whose immediate deployment onto a battlefield could affect the tide of war, were guided by the 《Palace of Rebirth》 the moment they died and taken to the Fruit repository.


Hickmeyer shouted downward from the wall, his voice infused with spiritual power.


"You bastards! If you've been waiting for half a year, shouldn't you be giving up by now?"

"What are you saying, Palace Lord! You still haven't been resurrected either! Hasn't it already been three years for you?"

"If the Palace Lord comes back to life, we're next!"

"It's not that I can't come back to life, it's that I won't!"

"Isn't that the same thing in the end?!"


At that, Hickmeyer's expression turned ugly.


"You insolent little shits... Want to suffer soul extinction?"

"Ugh, sorry!"


Agrippa and McDowell hurriedly bowed.


Their opponent was a man who would, at least for the time being, remain appointed as the Palace Lord of this 《Palace of Rebirth》. Nothing good ever came from getting on the bad side of the Palace of Rebirth Lord who managed the Fruit.


"Do that one more time and you're dead."

"...We'll keep that in mind!"


Agrippa and McDowell bent so deeply their heads nearly struck the ground.


But Hickmeyer's mood did not improve in the slightest. Their earlier words had scraped right across his sore spot.


"What a rotten mood."


In truth, Agrippa and McDowell had been right. In a sense, he was no different from them.


At first glance, it was a strange thing.


Why was Lord Hickmeyer, a ninth-stage Adapter and a figure equivalent to a Lieutenant General in the 《Great Realm》, still unable to resurrect and stuck handling the role of Palace Lord here?


The reason was simple.


It was because of the Neutral Agreement from nine hundred years ago.


"Lords who die in war and come to Chaos bear the duty of the Palace of Rebirth Lord. The Palace Lord's term shall last until the next Lord dies and appears in Chaos."


If not for that damned Neutral Agreement the Lords had made to preserve the 《Palace of Rebirth》, Hickmeyer would never have ended up shut away in this quiet backwater corner of 《Chaos》.


If only it had not been for that bastard, the Jade-Faced Lord.


Hickmeyer, the Lord of Mist, had died three years ago because of a dispute between the Fifth and Seventh Zones.


To prevent disputes from spreading into full-scale war, the Lords of each zone would sometimes fight one-on-one duels as representatives of their regions.


The Lord who had faced Hickmeyer, then the representative of the Peripheral Worlds of the Seventh Zone, had been Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord of the Fifth Zone.


Come to think of it, he had seen that bastard's face not long ago.


A few weeks earlier, for whatever reason, Bang Cheonil the Jade-Faced Lord had crossed over here through the Narrow Gate. Hickmeyer had nearly flared up and come to blows with him, but he had barely held himself back because he could not break the Neutral Agreement of the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Then, not long after Bang Cheonil the Jade-Faced Lord had paid his visit, strange rumors had begun to spread.


Bang Cheonil the Jade-Faced Lord had been beaten by an Awakened One from Gorgon.


Of course, Hickmeyer had not believed it.


But that was not all.


Rumors spread that an Abyss Expedition was being formed in Gorgon, and then, before long, even stranger rumors followed, that they were planning to attack the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Up to that point, Hickmeyer still had not believed it.


Did those bastards even know what kind of place the Palace of Rebirth was?


But not long ago, when forces from the Ninth Zone came pouring through the Narrow Gate, even Hickmeyer had been genuinely startled.


Warlord-class figures from the Ninth Zone had come in person.


What in the world was happening?


He might be called the Palace Lord, but the Palace of Rebirth Lord had no real authority over anything except the Fruit. Yet he also could not throw down the title of Palace Lord and go outside the 《Palace of Rebirth》 to find out what was happening. To him, it was an endlessly frustrating situation.


"Damn it, isn't there a single unlucky Lord out there who'll slip, crack the back of their head, and die? Preferably one weaker than me..."


If someone higher-stage than he was came, that person might refuse the role of Palace Lord, so it had to be someone weaker than him.


"Hm? What's that?"


From afar, a being with terrifying Spiritual Pressure was rapidly approaching.


Hickmeyer's face changed. Speak of a harvester and it appears...


Could it be a Lord?


Hickmeyer's face brightened with anticipation. At this level of Spiritual Pressure, it had to be a Lord-class figure. Otherwise...


But something was a little strange.


KWAAANG!


"Aaaagh!"


Why was a Lord...


"Kraaaah! Move!"


...attacking the Palace of Rebirth?


The powerful people in the queue were screaming as they were swept away by the suddenly surging storm of spiritual power. Among them were McDowell and Agrippa, the eighth-stage Adapters who had been arguing with him just moments earlier.


"What is that?"


Watching the wave of spiritual power crashing toward him like a massive tidal wave, Hickmeyer drew the greatsword strapped across his back.


"Who the hell are you?!"


The tremendous spiritual power of a ninth-stage Adapter rang out in a bellow. The wave of spiritual power surging like a tide collided with his roar and vanished in midair.


Mutual Annihilation Interference.


Hickmeyer's eyes widened at the spiritual power interference phenomenon, something truly rare to see.


At my level?


After losing to the Jade-Faced Lord, Hickmeyer had gritted his teeth and trained obsessively, to the point that he was now on the verge of becoming a tenth-stage Adapter, a Warlord-class figure.


He had become strong enough that he could now crush Bang Cheonil, the Jade-Faced Lord, with ease.


And yet there was spiritual power on par with his?


Savage screams continued through the mist. Combat Power that slaughtered even the seventh- and eighth-stage subordinates of Lords.


Hickmeyer leaped from the wall and swung his greatsword toward the mist.


KKAGAGANG!


A grating crash that seemed ready to tear apart his eardrums. Within the sparks born from that impact, a man's face came faintly into view. It was unfamiliar.


Something occurring to him, Hickmeyer shouted.


"Don't tell me you're that so-called Gorgon Fortress Lord?!"


At the fierce pressure Hickmeyer unleashed, the man shook his head.


"I am not the Fortress Lord."


The man who emerged from the billowing haze of spiritual power was a middle-aged figure carrying the majestic bearing of a vast sea. Hickmeyer narrowed his eyes. He almost remembered, but not quite.


"You are..."

"It has been a long time, Lord of Mist. I suppose you have forgotten me."


Cayman, the South Sea Hall Master, grinned and continued.


"I have come to repay the grudge from nine hundred years ago."


* * *


Meanwhile, battle had also broken out in the rear garden of the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


The Flaming Wheel Lord and the Seven Tribulations Lord, both ninth-stage Adapters, had been running toward the main gate after realizing something unusual was happening, when they suddenly recoiled from a powerful slash flying straight at them.


"I am your opponent!"


An old man stood where the voice had come from.


They recognized who it was at once. That old man was one of the most famous figures in 《Chaos》 at present.


"...Divine Doctor of Despair?"


Why was the Divine Doctor of Despair here?


And what was that disturbance at the main gate?


"Old man, what are you doing here? Looking to die?"

"Heh heh, quite the opposite."


Once the Lords understood how the situation was unfolding, they exchanged glances for a moment, then snorted with laughter.


"We told them to bring the Gorgon Fortress Lord, and some irrelevant old man came instead."

"These trivial souls really are making light of the Palace of Rebirth."


The Flaming Wheel Lord's Yaksha Wheel and the Seven Tribulations Lord's Seven Tribulations Blade gave off clear cries as they were drawn at the same time. But before they could turn defense into offense, Cheongheo's attack came flying at them again, forcing their expressions to harden.


KKAGAGANG!


Cheongheo's Extraordinary Slash, tempered over two hundred years. The Yaksha Wheel and the Seven Tribulations Blade cried out as though in pain. Feeling the heavy oppressive force running through their wrists, the Flaming Wheel Lord and the Seven Tribulations Lord arrived at the same thought at once.


Strong.


Combat Power that did not fall behind in the slightest even against two Lieutenant General-class opponents. The Lords' pride was wounded. To suffer this humiliation at the hands of a mere old man?


The Flaming Wheel Lord ground his teeth and said,


"I don't know what happened, but it seems you've grown quite a bit stronger."


Cheongheo did not answer.


The truth was, he was not in a particularly comfortable position either. Repeatedly using slashes with such horrifying destructive power was no easy task even for him, a seasoned third-stage Awakened One.


The Flaming Wheel Lord, who knew that, smiled coldly.


"But it's useless. Even if you can handle the two of us..."


He did not finish the sentence, but Cheongheo knew exactly what had been left unsaid. From inside the Palace of Rebirth, he could feel a terrifying Spiritual Pressure that the two before him could not even compare to. By now, they too had likely become aware of the situation.


"It isn't too late yet. Bring the Gorgon Fortress Lord."

"Heh heh, no need to worry. We already brought him."


Brought him?


At those words, the Flaming Wheel Lord and the Seven Tribulations Lord both extended their senses toward the interior of the Palace of Rebirth.


But something was strange. The powerful Spiritual Pressures that had been moving toward the rear garden and the main gate were, for some reason, turning back toward the inner palace.


Only then did the expressions of the two Lords harden.


What in the world was going on?


* * *


Even within the luxurious Palace of Rebirth, there was one place where aesthetic excess reached its peak.


Pavilion of Pleasure.


In the depths of this Pavilion of Pleasure, where the Narrow Gate and the Fruit were said to be preserved, several Lieutenant Generals had gathered.


Brilliant lights poured down from all sides.


A faintly intoxicating smoke hung in the air.


Lewd moans drifted between curtains so sheer one could see straight through them. The shadows of men and women twisted together like snakes. More than ten Lieutenant Generals were each enjoying their time of pleasure, surrounded by men or women suited to their taste.


There was only one Lieutenant General who was not taking part in that heat.


A man who looked like a timid rat spoke with an anxious face.


"Sounds like something happened at the main gate. Shouldn't we go take a look?"

"Forget it. Hickmeyer will handle it."


The voice said clearly that there was no time to bother with something like that.


Breathing repeated in quick bursts.


A bed heaving passionately.


After going at it for quite some time, the Fifth Dragon Lord finally shuddered and rose from the bed. A bizarre burst of laughter followed.


"Kuhahat, Chaos women really are the best!"


The women of the 《Great Realm》 had none of this kind of appeal.


If one mishandled what was below the belt, one could get caught by the female Lord alliance known as Castration and end up crippled forever.


But in Chaos, there was no need to worry about that.


Besides, reproduction was impossible here.


"With a place this good around, I don't know what those Chaos bastards are bitching about. Every time I come to Chaos, if I don't stop by here, I can't shake off the travel fatigue."


At that, the Third Dragon Lord and the Fourth Dragon Lord beside him burst into laughter in agreement.


"How about you all stop and come out? Something about the atmosphere outside feels off."


The man rebuking the Lords was Cowardly Lord Laika. The one who reacted to Laika's words was the First Dragon Lord.


"...The eunuch bastard sure is obnoxiously loud. If you're that worried, why don't you go look yourself?"

"W-What?!"


Cowardly Lord Laika bristled. That was because he truly was a eunuch. In fact, back in the 《Great Realm》, he had once messed around below the belt and gotten caught by Castration, which had led to an important part of him being cut off.


The Second Dragon Lord next to the First Dragon Lord snorted with laughter.


"What, want to try me?"

"N-No. It's not like that..."


Even though he had been humiliated right in front of them, Laika could not bring himself to draw his sword against them.


They were both Lieutenant General-class, but even their epithets were on a different level. His opponent was the First Dragon Lord, the strongest of the Five Dragon Brothers, while he himself was merely Cowardly Lord Laika, no better than a rat.


Damned bastards.


Laika turned sharply away and thought.


At this point, there was no choice but for him to go by himself.


...There was no telling what he would hear from the Warlords later.


The Five Dragon Brothers were frightening, but the Warlords were even more frightening.


Those terrifying Warlords had told him this.


Keep a close watch on the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Should I go to the main gate first?


But Laika did not know. In that moment, the fact that he had turned his back was the once-in-a-lifetime choice that saved his life.


The instant Laika planted his right foot and put force into it as a pivot, the space inside the Pavilion of Pleasure warped and a man and a woman appeared. A man with a face that looked stubborn to the core, and a woman who seemed to have followed along because she could not quite bring herself to stop him.


The gazes of the Lords, having sensed something, focused on them all at once.


"So it's here."


It was Jaehwan.
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Jaehwan looked around the Pavilion of Pleasure.


Souls of 《Chaos》 lay utterly trampled beneath the Lords.


Sirwen, standing beside him, widened her eyes and muttered, “They are still wallowing in filth.”


“Who the hell are you?”

“Kuhahat! Is that a new bitch?”


The Lords, who had yet to grasp the situation, broke into vulgar laughter.


Cowardly Lord Laika could not laugh.


Though Laika was mocked as cowardly, he had instincts as sharp as a rat's. Those instincts were exactly why Laika, the weakest of the Lieutenant Generals, had survived this long.


Could that man be...


Laika remembered hearing a description.


Short black hair. A dark black sword.


The goosebumps rising on his forearms and the man drawing his sword happened almost at once.


The First Dragon Lord's shout echoed through the pavilion.


“Get out of the way!”


Dokbul spewed fire.


A mighty gust from the Stab.


It was an attack without the slightest hesitation.


Crack crack crack!


Cracks spread through the inner walls of the Pavilion of Pleasure, which had been made from sturdy Horned Beast horns. Its framework collapsed with a crash. The souls pressed flat against the beds screamed.


“How dare you!”


A Lord was still a Lord.


Despite being caught in the aftershock of the Stab, they had not suffered much damage. As the women attending them hurried out of the annex, the naked Lords hastily dressed and rose to their feet. Their furious voices filled the pavilion like thunder.


“Who are you?”

“The person you were looking for.”


The Five Dragon Brothers looked at one another.


“That bastard! He is the one Darkness was looking for!”

“What, it was him?”

“He came here on his own? He must be out of his mind.”


After the brothers each spoke up, the First Dragon Lord, their leader, opened his mouth.


“So you are the Gorgon Fortress Lord.”

“That’s right.”


The First Dragon Lord frowned at Jaehwan's calm response.


Even among the Lieutenant Generals of the 《Great Realm》, the First Dragon Lord was one of the strongest.


“Did you come to keep your promise?”

“No.”


Confusion spread over the Lords' faces.


“I came to kill you.”


A moment of silence followed Jaehwan's casual declaration.


No one knew who started it. By the time they came to their senses, all five Dragon Brothers were roaring with laughter.


Then the corner of the First Dragon Lord's eye twitched.


“Arrogant bastard.”


That was the signal.


All five Dragon Brothers rushed at Jaehwan.


Laika could not immediately understand what he was seeing.


All five Dragons were fighting together?


Lords were creatures prouder than anyone. They possessed enormous egos and craved honor.


Yet those Lords were launching a combined attack against a single man?


Could that man really be stronger than each of the Five Dragon Brothers?


“Attack!”


At the First Dragon Lord's command, all five brothers charged Jaehwan.


Laika let out a sigh at the sight of the Lords rushing in with murderous force. No matter how strong that man was, he could not defeat all five Dragon Brothers.


Darkness's five dragons.


The Five Dragon Brothers were Lords capable of a combined attack so powerful that people said all five together could easily face one or two Warlords.


Five Dragon Combined Assault Formation.


Jaehwan's expression hardened as he watched the five dragons twist and writhe.


The dragons' movements, which brought about mysterious transformations, were no ordinary formation.


Now this was the real thing.


Even if they were Lieutenant General-class fighters who fell a step short, they were still Lords.


He could not let his guard down.


Using 「Doubt」, he analyzed the principles of the Five Dragon Combined Assault Formation.


A transcendent-grade skill.


The aura created by the spiritual power of five Lieutenant Generals carried the crushing pressure of facing five actual dragons.


No, there really were five dragons before him.


Jaehwan did not hesitate to seize the initiative.


Spiral Kill.


Spiral Kill, which held the principles of a slash within the speed of a Stab, shot toward the fifth dragon's head.


“Ugh!”


The attack tore through the air, creating a vortex.


Ignoring the changes of the Five Dragon Combined Assault Formation, Spiral Kill pierced straight through the fifth dragon's head.


Pwahak!


The fifth head exploded in an instant and drooped limply.


Then something strange happened.


The head that had gone limp quickly raised itself again.


As if it had not been hurt at all.


“Hahahat! It is useless!”


The five dragon heads spewed fire at once. Jaehwan and Sirwen hurriedly evaded the heat that seemed ready to melt down the entire Pavilion of Pleasure.


Sirwen shouted, “You have to cut off all their heads at once!”


Jaehwan nodded.


He had just figured that out through 「Doubt」 as well.


Then there was no need to drag this out.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan unleashed the strongest spiritual power technique he could use.


The Stab of all Stabs.


The ultimate Stab that physical force could achieve.


World Stab.


Every window in the Pavilion of Pleasure exploded, and the flames released by the five dragons died down in an instant.


The center of the palace burst apart, creating a massive fissure that seemed capable of shattering the world.


The Five Dragon Brothers went pale.


The technique unfolding before their eyes was one they had never seen before.


How could such a skill exist?


Sensing danger, they gathered their spiritual power in an instant and activated Guardian Dragon, the strongest Ultimate Technique of the Five Dragon Combined Assault Formation.


The five dragon heads merged into one, transforming into a single gigantic dragon.


When the dragon opened its enormous jaws, a blue Spiritual Jade formed at its mouth.


Laika, watching the battle, clenched his sweating hands.


To think that he would see Guardian Dragon.


It was the Five Dragon Brothers' proudest Ultimate Technique. Guardian Dragon was the legendary skill said to rival a Warlord-class finishing move.


Kwaaaaaa!


World Stab collided with Guardian Dragon's Spiritual Jade, and a suffocating shockwave erupted.


It was impossible to tell which side held the advantage.


The victor was decided only after the thick smoke created by the shockwave cleared.


Guardian Dragon's massive form emerged first.


Joy and sorrow crossed Laika's face.


The Five Dragon Brothers had won.


Then, at that moment.


Thin white cracks began spreading across the head of Guardian Dragon, which radiated an ancient spiritual light.


The cracks started at its head, quickly spread across its body, and reached its tail.


Guardian Dragon, which had slaughtered dozens of Lieutenant Generals in the Eastern Battle hundreds of years ago, was being brutally destroyed.


Laika dropped to his knees.


“G-Guardian Dragon...?”


Split into two with a clean cut, Guardian Dragon turned into particles and vanished.


Amid the scattering silver particles, the five Lords appeared one after another.


The Second and Third Dragon Lords had been severed below the knees. The Fourth and Fifth Dragon Lords each lay sprawled on the ground, missing an arm.


The First Dragon Lord, whose entire body had been reduced to tatters, limped on one foot as he asked, “...What the hell are you?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Instead, he looked slightly impressed.


He had unleashed that attack to kill them, yet they had endured it.


So this was the power of Lords.


“You bastard! We will repay this humiliation!”


Thinking Jaehwan's silence meant he was disregarding them, the Five Dragon Brothers began to rage.


“We will kill you!”

“Khuh, khuhuhat!”


The Fifth Dragon Lord laughed like a madman.


Then the First Dragon Lord spoke.


“You made a mistake today.”


The battle had already ended, yet no fear could be seen on the First Dragon Lord's face.


If anything, he appeared relaxed.


“We will return. Then we will surely bring about your soul extinction.”


The Five Dragon Brothers each gripped their swords.


There was no killing intent.


Jaehwan suddenly realized what they were trying to do.


Fortunately, Jaehwan's sword was faster than theirs.


Struck by Jaehwan's Stab, the Five Dragon Brothers screamed and dropped their swords.


“What are you doing?”


Jaehwan recalled where their sword points had been aimed.


They had all been pointed directly at their own lower abdomens.


They had just tried to kill themselves.


Why?


The First Dragon Lord ground his teeth and asked, “Are you trying to disgrace the honor of Lords?”


Honor...


Jaehwan quietly looked into the First Dragon Lord's eyes.


A person who overcame the fear of death and killed himself might be honorable.


But Jaehwan could not find even a trace of that nobility in their eyes.


They had none of the fear that any living being should possess.


There was only their desire for revenge against him.


As though they could come back to life.


...I see.


The composure they had shown throughout the battle.


Their abnormal indifference in the face of death.


“I see. You do not die.”


Only then did Jaehwan understand everything.


Ever since the Lords here had obtained the 「Fruit」 and the 「Narrow Gate」 nine hundred years ago, they must have lived without knowing the fear of death.


A life detached from death.


One of the Five Dragon Brothers laughed.


“That’s right. We do not die! Because...”

“Because you crossed the 「Narrow Gate」.”

“...So you knew. Well, it is not exactly a secret.”


The voice sounded slightly surprised, but its composure did not fade in the slightest.


“Then you must have realized it by now. What you have done.”


Ignoring those words, Jaehwan extended 「Doubt」 to its limit.


Fine lines wavering above the Lords' heads began to come into view.


Pineal Threads.


The links connecting body and soul.


The Lords, who had crossed into 《Chaos》 as living beings through the 「Narrow Gate」, could not die because of those Pineal Threads.


When a soul suffered severe damage, it automatically traveled along a Pineal Thread and returned to its physical body.


“No matter what you do, we will never die...”

“No. You will die here.”


Jaehwan spoke as he looked at the fluttering lines.


The aura behind his words was so chilling that the Five Dragon Brothers fell silent for a moment.


The first to recover was the youngest, the Fifth Dragon Lord.


“That bluff...!”


Jaehwan silently slashed through the air.


Kagagagak!


A tearing sound rang out in midair.


Thinking the attack was aimed at them, the Five Dragon Brothers squeezed their eyes shut.


Yet even after time passed, they heard nothing but that sound.


No pain came.


The Fifth Dragon Lord cautiously opened his eyes.


Jaehwan stood firmly in place, Dokbul in hand.


The youngest, the Fifth Dragon Lord, opened his mouth.


“...What was that? Have you given up?”


The Fifth Dragon Lord staggered and raised his sword.


Its point remained aimed at his own stomach.


“Just wait. Once I come back to life...!”

“W-Wait. Youngest, something is wrong.”


The Fourth Dragon Lord grabbed the Fifth Dragon Lord.


As the Fifth Dragon Lord turned to see what was going on, excruciating pain suddenly flooded the crown of his head.


The pain brought back a memory he had long forgotten.


Was this what it felt like to have an umbilical cord cut at birth?


“Khuk, kwaaaaaaak!”


The Five Dragon Brothers screamed, clutching their heads.


“What is that...?”


Cowardly Lord Laika trembled as he watched.


Standing far away from the Five Dragon Brothers, Laika could clearly see what Jaehwan had done to them.


Neither before nor after becoming a Lord had he ever seen anything like this.


The First Dragon Lord, gripping his temples, shouted, “What did you do?!”


The First Dragon Lord, whose senses were the sharpest among the Five Dragon Brothers, immediately realized what had happened.


“How... How could the Pineal Threads be severed?”


Pineal Threads.


The links connecting body and soul.


The only path that could return them to their bodies as living beings through the 「Narrow Gate」 had just disappeared.


A severed Pineal Thread meant that their souls had become trapped here.


Which meant...


“How does it feel?”


At those words, a chill ran down the First Dragon Lord's neck.


Something slowly rose from beneath his feet.


A sensation he had forgotten long ago.


The trembling that began at his fingertips traveled up his arms and crawled over the back of his neck.


He knew the name of this feeling well.


“This is what it feels like to have regained true death.”


Dokbul let out a spine-chilling sword cry.


Death was casting its shadow over the Lords.
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Cowardly Lord Laika believed he was having a nightmare. This had to be a dream. Something like this could not happen otherwise.


“D-Don't come any closer...! A-Aaaagh!”


The Five Dragon Brothers, whose spiritual power circuits had collapsed in the previous battle, could offer no resistance.


The Fifth Dragon Lord, who died with a trite final cry, was the lucky one. The Fourth and Third Dragon Lords were beheaded with their eyes wide open. The Second Dragon Lord ran toward the 「Narrow Gate」 that would never open, then turned to dust with a scream.


“What do you want from us?”


Then came the First Dragon Lord's voice, steeped in fear.


The moment he heard it, Laika felt something inside him crumble. What he was witnessing was not merely the First Dragon Lord's downfall.


It was...


“Please, spare me. I'll give you whatever you want if you let me live. Skills? Status? Honor? Just name it! If you tell me what you want, I'll ask the Great Lord himself to...”


The silent sword moved, and something flew through the air.


Eyes that had forgotten death for so long, yet remained full of disbelief to the very end. Laika stared at those lifeless eyes for a while.


Had a woman's voice not suddenly rung out, Laika might never have escaped his panic.


“Oh, there's one more.”


One step, then another.


Jaehwan approached with Dokbul in hand.


Cold sweat ran down Laika's forehead.


This was the man who had defeated the Five Dragons. Laika could never stand against him. An alarm bell rang in his head, paralyzing his thoughts. He knew he had to run, yet his feet would not move.


The black sword slowly moved. Laika felt as if time had slowed.


What was death again?


For nine hundred years, he had lived having forgotten it.


He had never even thought about it.


There had been no need to.


Since 《Palace of Rebirth》 was founded, the Lords had gained immortality.


They did not dwell on death.


Because they did not dwell on death, they had never thought deeply about existence, either.


Such matters were for mortals to worry over.


Because life was finite, they searched for why they had been born and for a purpose in life. They counted the time left until death and agonized over the value of their limited days. It was all a long journey toward accepting death.


But the Lords were not like that.


Long ago, they had forgotten how to give life meaning by imagining death.


He was going to die now.


For Laika, who had been so far removed from death for so long, it was an unbearable shock. His whole body trembled. His back was drenched. Cold sweat poured down his face. He thought he might even be crying.


By the time he came to his senses, he was repeating only one phrase.


I don't want to die.


“Do you want to live?”


When Jaehwan asked that, Cowardly Lord Laika nodded like a dog.


Sirwen, who had been watching from the side, spoke.


“Ah, I remember now. You're the Cowardly Lord, aren't you?”

“Do you know him?”

“I heard there was a Lord like this. Last place in the Lieutenant General rankings. He got lucky and stumbled upon a great opportunity, gaining Lieutenant General-level spiritual power, but his skills are so pathetic that even eighth-stage Adapters beat him up sometimes.”


Laika's lips trembled without his realizing it. It was true, so he could not argue.


When Jaehwan did not move his sword right away, Sirwen asked in confusion.


“What are you doing? Aren't you going to kill him?”

“I need a witness.”

“A witness?”


Without answering, Jaehwan asked Laika, “Where is the 「Fruit」?”


Laika's mind gradually cleared at the question.


Perhaps an opportunity had come.


Hope for life flickered within him.


Would it be all right to reveal the Fruit's location?


He could feel the overwhelming Spiritual Pressure of the Warlords in the distance. Right before him, the man's sword point hovered.


His hesitation was brief.


“Over there, in the vault...”


Laika pointed to the entrance of the pocket dimension vault installed in the main hall of the Pavilion of Pleasure.


Pocket Dimension Vault 「Rebirth」


Along with the 「Narrow Gate」, a Treasure of the dream demons, it was one of the two greatest Treasures possessed by 《Palace of Rebirth》.


As he watched Jaehwan and Sirwen approach Rebirth, Laika's lips twitched faintly.


This would not be easy.


Pocket Dimension Vault 「Rebirth」 was an extraordinary vault invented by the 「Master Craftsmen」. It was a Treasure among Treasures, capable of preserving an almost limitless number of Fruits.


What was more, its Lock used an endlessly regenerating password...


Clank!


“Yay, I opened it.”


Laika's face went pale in an instant.


She opened it? Without even the Palace of Rebirth Lord's help?


Laika was rendered completely speechless as he watched the man and woman calmly unlock the vault and enter.


“See? I'm Master Craftsman Sirwen.”

“The security here is laxer than I expected.”

“What are you talking about? I'm the impressive one!”

“They must have been certain no one would ever break in here.”


Only then did Laika realize that the woman was a dream demon. He caught sight of small horns poking through her pink hair.


A Master Craftsman-class dream demon.


“N-No...!”


This was the end. Even if the Warlords came rushing in now, once they found out all the remaining Fruits were gone, he would be as good as dead.


A short while later, Jaehwan emerged from the pocket dimension with an armful of golden Fruits.


Fruits filled with the radiant light of birth.


Laika suddenly came to his senses. Only then did he truly understand what was happening.


“There are fewer than I thought. Is this all of them?”


Only a little over ten Fruits remained.


The Fruits they had used for nine hundred years were finally running out. Laika barely managed to gather his courage when one Fruit rolled onto the floor with a soft thud.


“...T-Taking those is not the right choice.”


Without realizing that he was speaking politely, Laika continued.


“You are making every Lord in the 《Great Realm》 your enemy.”

“Thank you for the advice.”


Jaehwan picked up the Fruit from the floor and placed it on the table. Then he looked indifferently toward the windows of the Pavilion of Pleasure.


Something was approaching through the shattered glass.


“They should be gathering soon.”


A powerful Spiritual Pressure could be felt.


With a spark of hope, Laika looked in the same direction as Jaehwan. Yet the people flying in through the window were not who he expected.


“South Sea Hall Master Cayman, returning after completing the mission.”

“I’m back, brat. You enjoy working an old man to the bone, don't you? I caught two of them, and my back is killing me.”


Cheongheo and Cayman were battered beyond recognition. They looked exhausted, as though they had fought a difficult battle. They threw the Lords they had subdued onto the floor.


“They are barely alive. I had no choice, since I nearly died myself.”

“You did well, Cayman. You too, old man.”

“Well, well.”


Laika's face filled with shock when he recognized the Lords who had been thrown down.


After the Palace of Rebirth Lord, even Flaming Wheel and Seven Tribulations...!


Mist Lord Hickmeyer, who had fought Cayman, along with the Flaming Wheel Lord and Seven Tribulations Lord, who had fought Cheongheo, lay sprawled there.


Cheongheo spoke.


“By the way, why did you tell us to bring these guys here?”

“To kill them.”

“We could have killed them ourselves, so why...”


Cheongheo's eyes widened in an instant.


He had seen Jaehwan's sword cut through the air.


Laika once again witnessed the technique that had been used on the Five Dragon Brothers. A technique that severed the Pineal Threads connecting body and soul.


The Lords, writhing like insects, screamed. Without a word, Jaehwan drove his sword into their necks. Their struggling bodies went limp.


Their souls returned to dust.


Laika thought,


This was a massacre.


He did not want to believe what he was seeing.


Severing Pineal Threads? That could not be possible.


He had heard rumors that a Commander of Rupture used a technique that could cut Pineal Threads, but they were only rumors.


Besides, the man before him was not even part of the Rupture.


There was no doubt. This was a lie.


Or a vile illusion.


Once he went outside, the Five Dragon Brothers and the other Lords would surely be alive, looking perfectly fine. They had to be.


“You don't want to believe it.”


The voice sounded as if it had read Laika's mind.


“But you will.”


Each word was branded into Laika's soul. The pain dragged his discordant mind back to reality. He stood where death was most visible.


Who would die next?


“...A-Are you going to kill me?”


He was scared. Terrified.


The thought that he had to imagine death terrified him, and so did the thought that he might become unable to imagine it.


Jaehwan smiled coldly.


“I won't kill you. Someone has to tell the story of this place.”


Laika realized that his entire body had been restrained. The fixtures of the Pavilion of Pleasure, gathered from every direction, bound him tightly. It was Sirwen's magic. She sat atop the fixtures with an unhappy expression, glaring down at Laika.


Laika wanted to ask.


What did it mean, to tell the story of this place?


“Is that the 「Fruit」?”


South Sea Hall Master Cayman stared at the table with clouded eyes.


Golden Fruits lay upon it.


Countless emotions surfaced and vanished in Cayman's eyes. Before him was something that carried nine hundred years of regret. The Abyss Expedition had set out to obtain it. Countless souls had died and suffered humiliation for it.


“Yes.”


The Fruit of Resurrection. A miraculous fruit that grew at the top of the Tree of Illusion. A precious object said to grant life to anyone who ate one.


Unlike Cayman, whose eyes shook visibly, Cheongheo remained calm even with the 「Fruit」 before him. He looked as though he had no particular interest in it.


Jaehwan looked at Cheongheo, then turned back to Cayman.


“What do you want to do?”


Greed filled Cayman's eyes.


With that, he could have life again.


“If you want it, take it. Do as you wish.”


Cayman approached the Fruit. A Treasure that could restore his life.


His voice trembled as he spoke.


“...Is it really all right for me to do as I wish?”

“I do not care.”


With Jaehwan's permission, Cayman reached for the Fruit. The Fruit in his hand drew close to his face.


It had been a long time.


It had been a long fight, and the years had been cruel.


This was the moment when the soul of a man who had lived such a life would be rewarded. His was a life that deserved such a reward.


Yet why?


The Fruit that should have entered his mouth passed his face, rose high into the air, then plummeted toward the floor.


Crunch.


Crushed pulp scattered across the ground. Releasing vast spiritual power, the Fruit disappeared.


Crunch.


One, two, three...


The sound of life bursting apart.


Cayman did not hesitate. Jaehwan watched with an indifferent expression, Cheongheo with mild surprise, and Sirwen and Laika in horror.


The legend of the Tree of Illusion was vanishing before their eyes.


Yet no one dared stop Cayman. Jaehwan's presence, and his silent approval, prevented them from doing so.


At last, when one Fruit remained, Jaehwan spoke.


“Now tell me why you destroyed the Fruits.”
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“Because there were only ten of them.”


Only ten.


Only ten people could reclaim their lives.


“The existence of these Fruits does nothing to help 《Chaos》.”


The moment Cayman saw the 「Fruits」, he knew they would become seeds of conflict.


The disappearance of the 《Palace of Rebirth》 would not solve everything. 《Chaos》 would lose its center once more and fall into confusion over a mere ten 「Fruits」. Those who coveted the lives before their eyes would betray and suspect one another without restraint. The dreadful hope that at least ten people could regain their lives would hold back the Abyss Expedition.


《Chaos》 would never be saved.


“Life has no meaning unless one seeks it for oneself.”


His voice was calm, though it could not have been an easy decision.


What did it matter if he was an Awakened One? He was still human.


No one present could easily imagine the storm of emotions that must have swept through Cayman’s heart in that brief moment. Yet Cayman overcame it.


It was not something just anyone could do.


Still, it was something someone in 《Chaos》 had to do.


That was why Jaehwan had brought Cayman here.


Someone who could choose despair for himself, then long for true salvation within that despair.


Without a word, Cayman glanced at Jaehwan’s eyes.


A man whose thoughts could not be read. Decisive, sometimes excessively self-righteous, yet someone whose depths could not be fathomed even over a thousand years.


Someone Cayman trusted more than anyone.


Cayman knew it. Jaehwan must have known from the beginning that Cayman would make this choice. More precisely, he must have believed in him. There was a profound sense of fulfillment in being trusted by someone he trusted.


As though repaying that trust, Cayman took hold of the final Fruit. It slowly rose into the air. The last Fruit, the final seed of discord, was meeting its end.


At that moment, Jaehwan’s expression changed. The air around them grew cold, and time seemed to slow.


Amid a chilling premonition, only Jaehwan spoke.


“Move, Cayman!”


Cayman staggered, and a sound like a leather drum being struck shook the air.


The Fruit had barely risen when Cayman’s body flew away like a kite with its string cut, slamming straight into the inner wall of the Pavilion of Pleasure. A terrifying storm of spiritual power raged through the hall.


Cheongheo, who grasped the situation a moment too late, swept away the oncoming aftershock and shouted.


“Cayman!”


This was no time to worry about Cayman. It took everything Cheongheo had just to withstand the spiritual power crashing into him.


A voice filled with terrible rage came through the storm.


“You vermin dared touch the 「Fruit」?”


It was a suffocating voice.


Cheongheo immediately knew who they were.


They had finally come.


The ones who had chased him through the streets of 「Manticore」 ten days ago.


A Lord who wielded the powerful transcendent-grade skill 「Storm Wings」 at will, an absolute powerhouse ranked within the top thirty Lords of the Darkness Zone.


Warlord, Typhoon Lord Kanael.


A Warlord, the second rank among the three commander ranks, had finally appeared before them.


“Be careful, kid. All three of them came.”


The other Lord behind Typhoon Lord Kanael was unmistakably Silent Lord Magito.


A swordsman said to cast every being who crossed blades with him into eternal silence. He was Silent Lord Magito.


The Typhoon Lord and the Silent Lord. Those two alone were already overwhelmingly difficult opponents.


Yet they were not the end of it.


Behind the two Lords stood the strongest person in the current 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Even among Warlords, this one’s presence was on an entirely different level. It was strength that felt as though it had come from another world. The terrifying pressure made it hard to even breathe.


Cheongheo’s body trembled. Simply meeting his eyes made Cheongheo’s heart drop in fear.


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


Aside from Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, and the seven Generals, Samyeong Garam was known as the strongest Warlord in the Ninth Zone.


This was only Cheongheo’s second time seeing Samyeong Garam in person, but Cheongheo had heard plenty of rumors.


Eighteen hundred years ago, in the 《Great Realm》.


The 944th Eastern War.


Twenty-four Warlords and eighty-five Lieutenant Generals died in that great battle. The Warlord who achieved the greatest feats there was Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


A third of all casualties had died by Samyeong Garam’s hand. A Warlord among Warlords, who slaughtered eight Warlords and twenty-six Lieutenant Generals. An extraordinary Warlord said to rank among the five strongest in the current 《Great Realm》.


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam, ranked ninth in the Ninth Zone by pure combat power, had finally revealed himself.


* * *


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam surveyed the hall with an indifferent gaze. It felt as though a storm swept through the Pavilion of Pleasure wherever that gaze passed.


Everyone in the hall thought the same thing.


So this was the power of one of the 《Great Realm》’ greatest Warlords.


It was only one person’s gaze, yet it carried the pressure of tens of thousands staring at them at once.


The first to meet Samyeong Garam’s eyes was the Dream Demon Sirwen. A brief gleam passed through the Dark Fragrance Lord’s eyes.


“Mulack’s adopted daughter.”


Cheongheo reflexively lifted his head. He had not known Sirwen was a Dream Demon connected to Mulack.


Sirwen bit down on her lip before speaking.


“Darkness must be desperate if they sent you.”


Over the two thousand years she had lived, Sirwen had occasionally seen Lords equivalent to Generals.


Generals, the closest aides of the Great Lords of the twelve zones.


The highest dignitaries of the 《Great Realm》, commanding warlord-scale forces and capable of overturning a settled battle with a single stroke.


Dark Fragrance Lord was not one of those Generals.


Still, among the living Warlords, Samyeong Garam was undoubtedly the closest to becoming one. Everyone in the 《Great Realm》 thought so. Perhaps in another hundred years, Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam would surpass the limits of a Warlord and rise to a General’s position.


In truth, Samyeong Garam already carried the bearing of a General.


“Are you trying to climb the 《Tree of Illusion》 like your father?”


The Dark Fragrance Lord continued, calmly watching Sirwen.


“Those born from dreams shall return to dreams. What a pitiable race you are.”


“...Watch your mouth.”


Mulack’s name must have struck a nerve. Sirwen, who rarely lost her temper, had rage filling her eyes.


Could she win?


Her emotions boiled, but her reason remained cold. Sirwen knew the true extent of Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam’s strength.


She had taken part in the 944th Eastern War as an Apprentice.


A spectacle of black flames crossing the battlefield.


Hundreds of corpses lay scattered wherever those flames passed. The 944th Eastern War was dubbed Black Flame after Samyeong Garam’s unique skill, 「Black Flames」.


She had expected this from the moment she agreed to Jaehwan’s request. It was the price of knowing the secret of Eight Gates of Hell.


She had foreseen this battle from the beginning.


“Will you fight? Watching a Dream Demon’s little performance might be entertaining.”


At the Dark Fragrance Lord’s dry provocation, spiritual power gathered in Sirwen’s hands.


Magic.


The Dream Demon’s innate combat technique was about to shine.


“Wait.”


The brief command carried weight, and the Dark Fragrance Lord’s gaze shifted.


Without realizing it, Sirwen followed that gaze. Jaehwan was checking Cayman’s condition in the corner.


Cayman’s breathing was barely there. His face had gone deathly pale, and it would not have been strange if he stopped breathing at any moment.


It was only natural.


Cayman had exhausted all his spiritual power subduing a top-ranking Lieutenant General, then suffered an attack of that magnitude. It was fortunate he had not died.


After carefully laying Cayman down, Jaehwan slowly rose.


“I’ll handle them.”


His deep, steady voice made their hearts tremble. It felt as though a great mountain had risen.


Sirwen blankly watched his dependable figure for a moment before coming to her senses. No matter how Jaehwan looked, metaphor and reality were clearly different things. Besides, these were Warlord-class Lords.


It’s too much. Not alone.


She wanted to say that, but the words vanished the instant she saw Jaehwan’s face.


He could make that expression too?


A pressure greater than even the Dark Fragrance Lord’s swept through the hall.


The meaning of that expression was painfully clear.


Jaehwan was angry.


[An arrogant brat.]


The one who stepped forward was not the Dark Fragrance Lord.


A Lord with transparent skin, dressed in a black robe that reached his ankles. The 《Great Realm》 called him Silent Lord Magito.


“Oh? What’s gotten into you, Magito?”


Typhoon Lord Kanael looked deliberately surprised, as though it was unexpected for Magito to step forward himself.


Some exchange passed between them, and Kanael soon let out a low chuckle.


Looking at Jaehwan, Kanael spoke.


“What, have you already heard Magito’s voice? You really are unlucky.”


Only then did Jaehwan realize that the voice he had heard belonged to the Lord in the black robe.


“That’s unfortunate. No one who has heard Magito’s voice has survived.”


Silent Lord Magito.


The reason the word silence was attached to his title was simple. No one who had heard his voice had ever survived.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Then I’ll be the first.”


Before Magito could respond, Jaehwan’s sword was already moving. Magito’s sword followed a beat later, taking up a defensive stance.


The urgent sound of blades scraping rang out. Jaehwan’s eyes changed when he felt the weight behind Magito’s blade. A single exchange of sword strikes was enough to tell him.


He was not an enemy Jaehwan could not fight.


But neither was he an enemy Jaehwan could subdue with ease.


Magito smoothly evaded Jaehwan’s sharply unfolding Stab, then counterattacked.


Bluish, crescent-shaped spiritual power gathered around his blade.


Yet Magito hurriedly withdrew his spiritual power at Jaehwan’s next Stab.


Hard Stab.


Originally created for fighting large forces, Hard Stab had been refined for one-on-one combat through two thousand years of training. It narrowed the striking range and drastically increased the density of spiritual power.


Swoooosh.


A brilliant flash shot from the tip of Dokbul.


It was too fast to follow with the eyes, but Silent Lord Magito still evaded the Stab.


“You exceed the rumors.”


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam, who had silently watched the battle, murmured as though to himself.


Flutter.


Magito had barely avoided the flash, but his prized black robe had been completely reduced to rags.


That was not all. A long scar had also appeared across his right forearm. It was difficult to call it a fatal wound, but it was still a humiliating injury for a Warlord.


Silent Lord Magito’s transparent skin turned corpse-blue.


Kanael, who had been watching, burst into laughter.


“Hahaha! What are you doing, Magito? You can’t even subdue one little bug?”


[Shut up, Kanael.]


Fortunately, the Warlords did not seem to intend to join forces.


It made sense. Lieutenant Generals might be different, but Lords at the level of Warlords would never fight together.


They were people who would choose death over continuing a petty life. Beings completely bound by towering pride. That was what Warlords were.


Yet because of that pride, they still did not know the danger closing in on them.


Dark Fragrance Lord. Was he an eleventh-stage Adapter?


Jaehwan looked at Dark Fragrance Lord, who stood behind the others with his arms folded as he watched the situation. The two Warlords before him were strong enough, but the true enemy was that one.


Jaehwan could tell instinctively. Dark Fragrance Lord was stronger than the other two Warlords combined.


At least twice as strong, perhaps even more.


Crackcrackcrack.


Jaehwan and Silent Lord Magito clashed once again.


Even with Selflessness activated at full power, Silent Lord Magito easily kept up with Jaehwan’s movements. Doubt and Understanding continuously absorbed information, but Silent Lord Magito’s weakness was not easily found.


Silent Lord Magito and Typhoon Lord Kanael were tenth-stage Adapters.


Judging from what Doubt showed him, they were roughly equal to Jaehwan when he had first ascended to Chaos, or perhaps a little stronger.


He would not drag this out.


Now was his only chance. He would end it in one stroke while they underestimated his strength.


Terrifying spiritual power concentrated in Dokbul.


Perhaps because it had completely adapted to Stab by now, Dokbul let out a fierce sword cry. A storm of flashing light erupted from it.


The only Stab that surpassed Hard Stab unfolded from Jaehwan’s fingertips.


World Stab.


A sound like space being torn apart rang out.
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Rays of light scattered, and the world shook.


The secret essence of Stab slew everything in its path as it surged forward. Dark energy flowed from the air, which had been torn apart like paper. Jaehwan’s Unique World was unfolding.


Silent Lord Magito’s face tightened at the sudden shift in the attack. The enemy he had assumed was no more than Lieutenant General-class had revealed unexpected Combat Power. It was a blow he could never block without using his strongest skill.


Silent Lord Magito urgently shot out a hand and prepared his strongest swordsmanship skill.


But Jaehwan did not allow him to use it.


The moment he used World Stab, Jaehwan had made up his mind. This time, he would not hold back. He would not measure his own strength or test the enemy’s Combat Power.


Crushing Execution.


The instant World Stab reached Magito, Jaehwan had already prepared a second Stab.


World Stab, Two Consecutive Strikes.


“What the...!”


The Silent Lord finally opened his mouth and shouted at the earth-shattering power. It was the first time his silence had been broken in centuries.


The rift, now twice as large, shook the world as the upper half of Pavilion of Pleasure collapsed completely.


Cheongheo and Sirwen, caught in the aftershock, hurriedly carried Cayman behind Jaehwan.


“That little bug-”


Typhoon Lord Kanael watched Silent Lord Magito get swept away by the storm, then charged forward in fury. He had intended to do nothing but watch, but the situation had become serious. Even a prideful Warlord could not stand by while a Companion was defeated right before his eyes. The outcome had already been decided.


He caught the flying Magito in his arms and shouted.


“...Forgive me, Magito! I’ll fight in your place!”


Golden wings rose from Typhoon Lord Kanael’s shoulders. The tremendous wind pressure they created wrapped around Silent Lord Magito.


“Damn it...”


Silent Lord Magito groaned in frustration. Still, he could not condemn Kanael’s decision. They were carrying out a mission, not fighting a duel.


Since they had crossed the 「Narrow Gate」, dying here would not mean true death. Even so, they could not avoid damage to their souls.


Soul damage took a considerable time to recover from. Setting pride aside, Kanael’s assistance was not a loss for Magito.


Then.


“Watch out, Kanael!”


Jaehwan’s Dokbul erupted once more.


World Stab, Three Consecutive Strikes.


“Graaah!”


Typhoon Lord Kanael resisted the storm of Stabs and used his Ultimate Technique. 「Storm Wings」, the transcendent-grade skill that had made Kanael the Typhoon Lord, unfolded in a radiant glow. As befitted one of the finest wind-attribute skills, it momentarily slowed the flashing storm of Stabs.


Enemy or not, Kanael was genuinely impressed. This was the first time a mere bug, not even a Lord, had struck him with such overwhelming force.


He could use an attack this powerful three times?


Kanael did not know.


The attack was not over.


World Stab, Four Consecutive Strikes.


The four consecutive World Stabs displayed power on an entirely different level from the previous attacks. It was more than pouring oil onto a fire. It was like detonating a nuclear bomb on top of another nuclear bomb. Scattered debris turned to dust and mixed into the storm.


Jaehwan’s Unique World rippled through the warped space.


Kanael flinched as he met the black eyes visible beyond the world.


“With something like this, with only this-”


The golden wings Typhoon Lord Kanael took such pride in were torn to shreds. Silent Lord Magito had now been driven into a situation where he needed to preserve his silence.


Kanael’s silver hair had become a wild mess as he resisted with everything he had. Infinite Circuit spun taut within the Warlord.


Spiritual power collided with enough force to burst.


Almost there.


Jaehwan poured the last of his strength into his tingling right hand.


World Stab, Five Consecutive Strikes.


For an instant, it felt as though the world had become a vacuum.


A world where even screams had vanished.


Sound that had become inaudible, as if everyone’s eardrums had burst.


Kwakwakwakwakwa!


Unable to withstand the pressure, the Typhoon Lord and Silent Lord were launched into the air. Their Spiritual Pressure was barely perceptible as they were flung away like insects with their wings torn off. The impact had been strong enough to destroy their Infinite Circuits.


Two Warlords had been defeated without a chance to fight back.


Black aura continued to flow from the countless fractures in the ground. It clung together and began to paint a scene like an abstract artwork.


A Unique World.


Everyone stared blankly at the emergence of that distant world. Cowardly Lord Laika, still bound hand and foot behind Jaehwan, was among them.


Laika felt a blazing shudder when he met Jaehwan’s eyes shining in the darkness. Only then did Laika realize it. That man had kept him alive from the beginning so that he could show him this moment.


《Chaos》 was never to be taken lightly.


They were a force that even the Lords of the twelve zones could not easily face when fighting seriously, souls that could never be conquered without the Lords throwing away everything they possessed.


Laika trembled as he looked at the eyes watching him from within the burning darkness.


Jaehwan’s quietly moving sword severed the Pineal Threads of the two Warlords. The Warlords writhed in pain and curled up like bugs. Those mighty Warlords had been reduced to that state.


Of course, it was not over.


The climax of this confrontation still remained.


Jaehwan’s slow yet crushing Unique World gradually expanded, closing in on Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam. A Stab shaped by the world’s darkness shot toward Samyeong Garam.


For the first time, Samyeong Garam, who had watched the battle without the slightest reaction, uncrossed both arms.


It was an attack no Lord could easily face.


Or at least, that was how it appeared.


Yet for some reason.


“You’re strong.”


Jaehwan’s sword, which had torn through the air and split the world, astonishingly stopped right before the Dark Fragrance Lord.


Then something that defied all common sense occurred.


“The power to destroy a world through pure physical force alone.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord reached out and caught Jaehwan’s Stab in midair. The compressed storm of light writhed painfully in the air.


“But it’s lacking. You have the might, but not the stature. It is like placing a sword in a child’s hands.”


That was not all.


Crack.


Jaehwan’s Unique World was losing its momentum. It looked as if the Unique World itself recoiled from the Dark Fragrance Lord.


The Unique World that had rushed at the Dark Fragrance Lord gradually lost strength. Then the rifts in the world began to mend.


World Stab was losing its power.


“A Unique World that has not opened Creation is no different from a crude illusion.”


The Unique World caught on the Dark Fragrance Lord’s fingertips dispersed.


Surprise flickered across Jaehwan’s face. No enemy he had encountered until now had demonstrated such an ability. Whenever the Dark Fragrance Lord approached, Jaehwan felt the pressure around him rise.


One step, then another.


His body grew heavy, and every hair stood on end. It felt as if the world around them revolved around the Dark Fragrance Lord.


As though someone else’s Unique World were unfolding.


...A Unique World?


The Dark Fragrance Lord spoke.


“Those who know little believe that Unique Worlds are permitted only to Awakened Ones.”


The implication was that Adapters could awaken a Unique World as well.


But that could not be true. Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」, which read the world to its limits, told him so.


That was not a Unique World.


As though answering that 「Doubt」, the Dark Fragrance Lord spoke again.


“But every being possesses their own world, even if it is not personal.”


The world of adaptation gathered firmly around the Dark Fragrance Lord.


Something different from spiritual power. It was like the essence of the world itself.


Gooooo.


An eleventh-stage Adapter. The strength of a Warlord closer to a General than anyone else.


Jaehwan crushed Dokbul’s hilt in his grip as he resisted the Dark Fragrance Lord’s Spiritual Pressure, amplified dozens of times over.


Other than Sole King Catastrophe, Jaehwan had never met anyone with an aura like this.


It was like-


The power of one who carried the world on their back.


A demigod of the System had descended before him.


「Doubt」 issued warnings without pause, while 「Understanding」 admitted its own helplessness. This was power on a completely different level from those first two.


For the first time, Jaehwan thought this.


If things went wrong, he might lose.


He had started this fight knowing that possibility.


Jaehwan’s destination was not 《Chaos》 or the 《Abyss》.


He was headed for the top of this 《Tree of Illusion》.


The place where everything had begun.


If he was going to kneel here, he would never have been able to reach that place to begin with.


From the right temple to the right ankle, half of Samyeong Garam’s body burned black. It was the transcendent-grade skill, 「Black Flames」.


Jaehwan could tell. That was not an ordinary transcendent-grade skill.


A monstrous form, half human and half demon.


The unprecedented unease he felt from that half of Samyeong Garam’s body.


It was a stature beyond the concept of a skill.


“We need to run.”


Sirwen muttered.


“Demigodification... They said the Dark Fragrance Lord was Warlord-class, but that was wrong.”


The instant Sirwen witnessed the Dark Fragrance Lord’s transformation, she was horrified.


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


A Warlord among Warlords? No.


Every rumor circulating in the world was wrong.


It had already been eighteen hundred years since she had last seen the Dark Fragrance Lord. Even then, Samyeong Garam had been stronger than the current Typhoon Lord or Silent Lord. Assuming Samyeong Garam had not grown stronger over those eighteen hundred years had been foolish.


She could read the solid world wrapped in black flames.


Lieutenant Generals and those below handled spiritual power. Warlords used the explosive spiritual power supplied through Infinite Circuit.


Then what did Generals use?


“Be careful! That bastard is already General-class!”


Sirwen’s voice was swallowed by black smoke and faded away.


The Dark Fragrance Lord’s flames warped space, creating a new space.


“I suppose neither of us needs any interference.”


Jaehwan looked around. The essence of the world remained unchanged. The space had warped abnormally, but it was not anyone’s Unique World.


This was an ordinary System world made of numbers and data.


As though Samyeong Garam had read Jaehwan’s thoughts, the Dark Fragrance Lord said,


“Awakened Ones only try to destroy this world.”


Black flames exploded from the Dark Fragrance Lord’s fist.


“That is why you do not know. This world, too, is someone’s Unique World.”


Burning black flames aimed straight for Jaehwan.


The moment he drew in a breath, his body was flying through the air. Pain throbbed in his lower abdomen, and his vision blurred. It had been a long time since he had failed to evade an attack coming straight at him.


This was the world of adaptation, the System’s true power.


Right. This was what fighting was like.


Jaehwan wiped the silver blood from his lips and rose.


Now the real fight began.
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Drawing in his spiritual power, Jaehwan pushed 「Doubt」 to its limit. He read and reread the 「Black Flames」 burning from Samyeong Garam’s body. Yet no matter how he looked at them, they seemed to be nothing more than an accumulation of numbers.


And still, Samyeong Garam was strong.


Why? How could something as simple as numbers be that powerful?


Jaehwan drove 「Selflessness」 to its limit and accelerated his movements. Time changed for Jaehwan alone, and everything around him slowed.


Except for one person.


“Another groundless little trick.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord’s fist flew at a speed that could not be avoided and buried itself in Jaehwan’s stomach. Jaehwan swallowed the breath that rose in his throat. Had he let it out, silver blood would have poured from his mouth.


It was only a punch.


Yet it was a punch worthy of being called the strongest.


With no other choice, Jaehwan gathered his spiritual power. Once again, the energy of World Stab gathered at Dokbul’s tip.


If acceleration could not decide the battle, then it would be a contest of pure strength.


Gooooo.


Condensed spiritual power pierced the sky. The surrounding space twisted, and black rifts remained in every path the sword traced.


The Dark Fragrance Lord remained expressionless as Jaehwan’s sword strikes rushed toward him.


“Useless.”


The power could split the earth and tear through the sea. Yet even that power could not kill the man before him.


Samyeong Garam advanced, shattering World Stab’s waveforms with a few punches. When his hand, burning with black flames, touched them, the spiritual power of Jaehwan’s Stab split apart like waves. His fists were hard enough to withstand the barrage of spiritual power.


Jaehwan could feel the hardness of the world wrapped around those fists. It was power that seemed capable of smashing anything apart.


“You cannot contend with me using spiritual power alone. Whether it splits the sea or tears through the earth.”


His tone was arrogant and proud. His solid sense of self was built on confidence in his own ability, and he had every right to be confident.


The sea, the earth, the sky. They all possessed physical form. But the power coating half of the Dark Fragrance Lord’s body transcended physical form.


Was that it? Was spiritual power ineffective?


In the end, spiritual power was only a resource permitted by the System. The Dark Fragrance Lord’s strength was something far more fundamental.


Like the world itself.


The power of the source.


That overwhelming presence must have come from that power.


Which meant Jaehwan was not facing the Dark Fragrance Lord alone. What he fought now was this world itself. The world people had lived in and believed in.


The System’s world.


Kagaagaak!


Every time Dokbul clashed with the Dark Fragrance Lord’s fists, it let out a painful cry. Dokbul, which had never once been pushed back in a collision, was being driven back little by little. Its blade shook dangerously, and the teeth that had devoured equipment snarled as if frustrated.


“I have finally met a worthy opponent, yet I cannot get excited.”


His tone sounded stifled.


The outcome was being decided through the next several clashes. Since no attack using spiritual power could reach him, there was no way this could be a fair fight.


“You seem to have almost reached Creation, yet you still cannot properly use your own world. Do you intend to climb the 《Abyss》 with such paltry skill?”


For the first time, the Dark Fragrance Lord’s fists stopped.


He seemed relaxed enough to wait forever for the sake of true entertainment. It was the presence of someone who possessed a General’s strength.


“Open Creation. Show me your world.”


Creation. The Dark Fragrance Lord had said that word earlier too.


In truth, Jaehwan already knew it.


The Record of the Abyss left behind by Mulack contained passages about Awakened Ones. Mulack had recorded what he had learned about the stages of Awakening.


―Though the keywords gained differ depending on the method of Awakening, Awakening itself is broadly divided into six stages. The first half consists of three stages of World Destruction, created to break the existing world. The latter half consists of three stages of Creation, which exist to make a new world.


Jaehwan knew that he had entered the latter half of Awakening, the three stages of Creation. Yet he could not grasp what Creation truly was.


He already possessed a Unique World.


So what Creation was he supposed to open now?


As his emotions surged, Jaehwan’s Unique World flowed out.


“I told you I was not referring to such a crude illusion.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord spoke as he unleashed a powerful blow.


Kwaagaak!


Jaehwan’s Unique World shattered with ease. The impact drove Jaehwan back several steps.


Crude illusion was the right description. A Unique World could not wield power by itself. It could inflict mental damage or overwhelm someone, but it could not harm an opponent.


As Jaehwan watched the Dark Fragrance Lord approach, he considered the difference between a Unique World and the System.


If, as Samyeong Garam claimed, the System’s world was also a Unique World, why could the Dark Fragrance Lord freely draw upon the world’s essence? Why did the System’s world possess such clear physical force?


What was the difference between a world that had opened Creation and one that had not?


Jaehwan thought and thought.


What had a god needed to create a world?


What did someone who possessed nothing need to open a world?


“I cannot wait forever. If you do not understand, I will have to force it open and see for myself.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord’s gaze had turned elsewhere.


A chill ran through Jaehwan’s chest. The Lord’s fist seemed to drift past Jaehwan as it shot toward somewhere else. The moment Jaehwan urgently stepped in that direction, the fist had already crossed the space and reached its target.


Cheongheo and Sirwen were sent flying by a single blow. Cayman, who had regained his senses at some point, barely managed to raise his sword. The sword made from a Four-Horned Beast’s horn shattered beneath the Dark Fragrance Lord’s fist. Cayman’s Spiritual Pressure, already at its limit, was gradually collapsing.


More punches flew in.


Jaehwan ran toward the Dark Fragrance Lord with all his strength.


And then-


“Fortress Lord...!”


Cayman’s flustered voice rang out.


Dokbul screamed once more.


An unbearable shock struck Jaehwan’s entire body. The fresh blood pooled on his lips turned silver and scattered away.


Still, Jaehwan endured.


He whispered to Dokbul.


Do not break.


Like the day he had climbed the Tower again and again, Jaehwan, thoroughly enraged, glared at Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


He had no room to speak. Countless words stormed through his chest alone.


I am different from you.


You people can come back to life as many times as you want.


But they cannot.


They only have this one life.


For them, this world is the only one they have.


...


At that moment, something crossed Jaehwan’s mind.


This world was the only one?


Memories flooded in.


From the moment of birth until now.


The thing people often called a life flashing before their eyes.


He coughed up amniotic fluid and drew his first breath. He grew up under his parents, went to school, and made friends. Friendship and love. Loneliness and sorrow. Wordless silences and farewells. Countless memories that had become milestones in his life.


The countless Jaehwans he had met through 「Alienation」 were looking at him. He looked back at those memories.


Then he found a common denominator among them. The foundation that had allowed those memories to exist.


The source that had allowed Jaehwan to laugh, cry, grieve, and scream as he lived there.


Something that made life possible.


The one and only world. Back then, Jaehwan had not 「Doubted」 the world he lived in.


How could anyone doubt the world? The things before one’s eyes, the things one heard. How could anyone reject the evidence of senses that existed so clearly?


The world existed because it was not 「Doubted」.


A world already believed to be real.


The System’s world had been born through that certainty.


The world people lived in existed through unconscious belief.


At that moment, the Unique World that covered Jaehwan’s unconscious stirred violently, as if it had been waiting for this. The Jaehwans who had lived in the System’s world cried out from within his memories.


[The world you speak of is fake.]


[It is not the world we lived in.]


[Stop running from reality.]


It was not easy.


Simply believing in a new world would not make that world come into being.


One person could not do it alone.


For a world to be born, overwhelming belief was needed. A certainty so intense that one forgot it was belief. The current Jaehwan, one Jaehwan alone, was not enough. Every Jaehwan in his memories had to change. They all had to long for a new world.


But they were all Jaehwans with different thoughts.


How could he persuade them all?


The method Jaehwan chose was simple.


He did not try to persuade them.


He only stared at them without a word.


A resolve never to retreat. A determination never to bend his convictions, even if he died here.


It was an attitude possible only because all of them were Jaehwan.


The Dark Fragrance Lord’s blow flew toward him.


Jaehwan showed no intention of avoiding it. The Jaehwans in his memories looked flustered.


At this rate, the first body would disappear.


[Damn it.]


[...That bastard was me too.]


[Only this once.]


Jaehwan’s body, burning beneath the 「Black Flames」, shone brightly.


An enormous belief forged by pouring in an entire lifetime.


Or perhaps something beyond belief.


Every Jaehwan, from his unconscious to his conscious mind, began to look toward the same world.


A world not ruled by numbers or status. A world they had never lived in. A world they had never experienced but had imagined.


The world Jaehwan now wished to live in.


With all that certainty, Jaehwan stabbed with his sword.


Something broke at the single point Jaehwan pierced.


It was the sound of heaven and earth splitting open. Like the Big Bang, the world was tearing apart.


Primordial light.


The light that had appeared when God created the world burst forth from a single point. Not a world that existed as metaphor or symbol, but a reality with firm influence and physical force.


A new world was opening.


From far away, Sirwen watched the sight with blank eyes. Having lived for two thousand years, she knew what it meant.


Creation.


A faint rift of a world opened within the beam of light.


Jaehwan drew something out through that gap.


It was a sword.


The moment he gripped it, Jaehwan understood what the fourth-stage keyword was.


The fourth stage.


The power to turn falsehood into truth.


The power to turn belief into reality.


The fourth stage of Awakening.


「Hypothesis」


It was a pitch-black sword forged by condensing the world’s darkness. Its appearance seemed to deny everything in existence.


It looked fitting for something called Fall.


Dokbul in one hand.


Fall in the other.


“Is that your world?”


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam looked at Jaehwan’s sword.


The moment he saw it, an emotion passed through Samyeong Garam’s dry eyes.


Pity, perhaps. Or lamentation.


“What an unfortunate world.”


Samyeong Garam understood at once.


What meaning was contained in the sword Jaehwan held.


What that world was trying to say.


“O world born only to destroy other worlds.”
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Long ago, a dream demon visited the Great Lords of the twelve zones. The dream demon made the following request of each zone's Great Lord.


“I am going on an expedition. Please help me climb the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


Naturally, the Great Lords ignored the request. They already had more than enough to deal with, fighting endless wars without a moment to breathe. What did the Tree of Illusion have to do with them?


Yet the dream demon did not give up.


“This is not the time for us to fight amongst ourselves. This world is not normal. Do not forget the days when you first came to the 《Great Realm》. Remember the resentment and pain you suffered when you were weak.”


There was a desperate ideal in that voice.


“This is our last chance. We must destroy the 「First Nightmare」.”


To the Great Lords, it was not merely absurd. It was bizarre. What right did a dream demon who had not even lived five thousand years have to speak of a “last chance”?


Someone who had never properly experienced the System's passage of time had no right to say such things.


The Lords did not turn a blind eye to the System because they were fools.


They understood the value of existence, the sublimity of life, and all such things.


They did not stand by out of ignorance.


Sometimes, they stood by precisely because they understood.


In short, it was a matter of efficiency.


In the Great Realm, where surviving even one day was difficult, nothing was as worthless as the value of existence or the sublimity of life. What they needed to prepare for was always tomorrow's war.


The top of the Tree of Illusion?


The 「First Nightmare」?


It sounded nice enough.


But what was it, really?


The Creation Gods who made this world?


Or the essence of the world itself?


There was nothing but speculation and rumors. The Lords were old and cautious, too old and cautious to act on rumors alone.


Yet while the Lords were old and cautious, the dream demon was intoxicated by youthful spirit. Repeated rejection did not discourage the dream demon.


The last place the dream demon visited was the Ninth Zone, ruled by Jerome, the Lord of Darkness.


Jerome did not receive the dream demon personally. Instead, he sent out Samyeong Garam, the Dark Fragrance Lord. Samyeong Garam was an unwavering worshipper of the System, but also a Lord of almost painful purity.


Sometimes, devout worship resembled transparent innocence. Samyeong Garam listened to the dream demon's story from beginning to end.


Then he said,


“The 《Great Realm》 are a place only for the strong. If you hold an ideal, show the strength worthy of it.”


The dream demon and Samyeong Garam fought for three days and nights without rest.


Samyeong Garam lost, again and again.


On the third day of defeat, the dream demon said,


“A Lord like you is an ‘Adapter.’ What a shame.”


Samyeong Garam acknowledged the dream demon's strength. If someone could be this strong without using magic, perhaps they had the right to speak of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


The Dark Fragrance Lord returned to the Lord of Darkness and reported exactly what he had felt.


The dream demon's words had some merit. The existing system of 「cultivation」 had reached its limit, and the 《Great Realm》 were walking the path to ruin.


Therefore, an expedition to the 《Tree of Illusion》 was necessary for a new world to arrive.


It was something along those lines.


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, listened to Samyeong Garam for a long time before reaching his conclusion.


“Samyeong Garam, the Dark Fragrance Lord, will be sentenced to one hundred years of Dormancy.”


He had sent Samyeong Garam to reject the proposal, only for Samyeong Garam to return after being persuaded by the dream demon. Samyeong Garam had already drawn Darkness's attention many times because of his rigid nature.


In the end, he was imprisoned in Darkness's place of exile.


A hundred years passed.


When Samyeong Garam emerged from Dormancy, he heard unexpected rumors about the dream demon.


Mulack Armelt, the dream demon.


The being who had received no support from anyone in the 《Great Realm》 and leaped alone into 《Chaos》. The hero who persuaded the souls there, built a force, and founded the 「Abyss Expedition」.


The fool who headed for the 《Abyss》 to change the world.


The foolish dream demon who changed nothing.


After even the 「Fruit」, the only gain Mulack had secured, fell into the Lords' hands, no more stories of Mulack were heard.


For the next eight hundred years, Samyeong Garam often thought of that dream demon. What would have happened if he had followed that dream demon upward? What if even one Lord from the twelve zones had supported the dream demon?


Would this world truly have changed?


Unable to let go of his regret, Samyeong Garam had secretly climbed the 《Abyss》 to look for the vanished dream demon.


But he found nothing.


The 《Abyss》 was vast, and there were many beings stronger than a Warlord like him. How could he accomplish what even the Great Lords of the twelve zones had abandoned? It was impossible.


Only the dream demon's final words remained in his mind for a long time.


“Is that the answer of this world, or is it truly your own answer?”


Afterward, Samyeong Garam lived as though he had forgotten the dream demon. More accurately, he lived trying to forget.


He devoted himself even more deeply to the rules of the System. If the System could not be changed from outside it, what if he tried from within?


With that thought, he worked and worked again. Who could blame him for that?


Even if his efforts had led to an entirely unintended result.


A General-class Lord.


A being no one in the Great Realm could treat lightly.


By the time he came to his senses, he had become the guardian of this System. The feelings of his youth and his lofty ideals had vanished.


And now, before Samyeong Garam stood someone who dreamed the same dream as the dream demon from nine hundred years ago.


The moment he saw him, Samyeong Garam forgot every order.


The order to bring that bastard back alive.


The order to thoroughly crush every sprout except that bastard.


Could words like change and possibility still exist within a being that had lived for nearly five thousand years?


As he watched the man before him, Samyeong Garam recalled the question that had shaken him long ago.


...His name was Jaehwan, was it?


A man who wielded the same power of Awakening as Mulack.


Perhaps that sense of familiarity was why Samyeong Garam had helped Jaehwan achieve “Creation.” Perhaps some debt of the heart remained.


Samyeong Garam wanted to see it once more. The new world that his younger self might have joined.


Yet another part of him was afraid.


He feared that this choice would shatter everything he had. He feared that his foolish complicity and misguided sympathy would truly become the spark that destroyed this System.


The instant he saw Jaehwan's “Unique World,” that feeling grew even stronger.


“A world born to destroy every other world.”


Samyeong Garam could not tolerate such a world.


Because he was the Incarnation of the System, the guardian of this world.


Black Flames surged from both his fists.


“With a sword like that, you will save nothing!”


A single sword and a single fist collided.


The sky did not split, nor did a storm rise, but the clash possessed force beyond either. It was a battle that would never again be seen in 《Chaos》. A fight with each of their worlds at stake.


Explosions with impossibly low rumbles erupted one after another, sounds that could not have come from a sword and a fist colliding. Shockwaves powerful enough to send everything within their range flying burst outward.


As Jaehwan's Fall carved an arc, the Dark Fragrance Lord's fist drew a semicircle.


The world broke where power struck power. As Fall and Dokbul rang out fiercely, the Dark Fragrance Lord's 「Black Flames」 blazed savagely, as if answering their cry.


It was a dead even match.


Neither could be said to have surpassed the other.


Samyeong Garam let out an exclamation.


“Excellent!”


It felt as though he had returned to that day a thousand years ago.


The moment he had squeezed out every last bit of his strength to fight the dream demon.


Samyeong Garam and Jaehwan were both being swallowed by the moment.


Words like world and existence no longer mattered to them. They forgot the world. They forgot existence.


Sword and fist tangled together in a dance. The ecstatic trance of selflessness. Gratitude at finding such a worthy opponent, regardless of the circumstances.


As the battle rushed toward its end, Jaehwan felt Samyeong Garam's true nature without reservation.


He was remarkable.


Samyeong Garam, the Dark Fragrance Lord. He must have honed a single skill through grueling years. He had built this simple world over an unimaginably long time. Just as Jaehwan had performed Stab for more than a thousand years, Samyeong Garam had trained only one skill for thousands of years.


Perhaps Samyeong Garam had not failed to Awaken.


Perhaps he had chosen not to Awaken.


He loved the world of the System.


That was why it was regrettable.


That this battle had to end.


Samyeong Garam likely felt the same.


Whooooooom.


Samyeong Garam's two fists burned brightly as the greatest technique of 「Black Flames」 unfolded. When those fists wrapped in Black Flames struck the world, the world of the System let out a choked sound and spat something into the air.


Black Gate Guardian.


A being wielding a massive black spear descended. Despite its grim black color, it looked more like an angel than a demon.


The black angel aimed its spear at Jaehwan.


Jaehwan marveled at the purity contained within that power.


Was that what someone who loved the System could summon?


The angel's spear shot toward Jaehwan.


It was a strike clearly meant to be the last, a strike containing thousands of years of life.


Jaehwan prepared a strike worthy of it.


Fall, held in his left hand, merged with Dokbul in his right. The power of Fall filled Dokbul's blade.


One foot, two feet...


The blade of Fall grew to a length without end. When it had finally grown long enough to cover even the sun, darkness stretching from the sword burned like Calamity Flame, and in an instant, the sword cut through the sky.


A sword force that destroyed everything in existence.


One world exploded from Jaehwan's fingertips. When the sky split, darkness came to the world.


「Hypothesis」.


Something that had been possible only in Jaehwan's Unique World was happening in reality.


At that moment, Jaehwan was one star, and Samyeong Garam was another.


A line connecting star to star.


Something that was neither a stab nor a slash. Like a streak of meteors crossing the sky, a line beyond any simple straight path linked the two stars.


The world went dark for an instant.


Something could be heard falling from the sky.


* * *


The sky was pitch-black.


The world crawled with maggots, and no trace of the living remained. At the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》, an eye had opened in the place where the sun had been cut away.


A metaphorical symbol that observed everything in this world and ruled it.


The Dark Fragrance Lord, Samyeong Garam, lay on the ground and looked at that eye as he spoke.


“Is that where you must reach?”

“It is the enemy I must defeat.”

“I see.”


Samyeong Garam's shoulders trembled once.


The top of the 《Tree of Illusion》. The end of the Abyss.


The place said to contain the 「First Nightmare」.


“How terrible. So this was the world.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord had lost his world in the final clash, and his voice was hollow. He looked unable to believe that the world he had trusted could look like that.


He surveyed Jaehwan's Unique World and gave a bitter smile.


“Your world will not be popular in the 《Abyss》. It is a truth too cruel to know as the price of losing hope.”

“...”

“No one would want to live while looking upon such a sight. A world with something so grotesque hanging in the sky.”


Samyeong Garam swallowed a breath and continued.


“But... even so, if people appear who believe in your world...”


His words sounded like a Word of Creation.


“They may find something everyone has lost within it. Though the price will be living in despair for the rest of their lives.”


Listening to his words settle like a benediction, Jaehwan smiled bitterly.


“You are a poet. Are all Generals like you?”


Samyeong Garam did not answer for a moment as he looked up at the sky. Then he muttered as though passing the words by.


“...It has been a long fight.”


Jaehwan slowly raised his sword.


There was hesitation in it, however brief. Had he not met the Dark Fragrance Lord, he could not have achieved Creation.


The moment Jaehwan's sword moved, the Dark Fragrance Lord spoke again.


“Cut the Pineal Thread properly.”


Jaehwan's sword faltered.


The Dark Fragrance Lord knew. Jaehwan had not intended to sever his Pineal Thread with that sword.


A Dark Fragrance Lord who had crossed the 「Narrow Gate」 would never die as long as the Pineal Thread remained unsevered.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan had tried to spare him.


It was unlike him.


Yet both the Dark Fragrance Lord and Jaehwan knew.


If the egg was not broken, the world could not be born.


“If you made a new world, you should have the nerve to see it through.”


The faint smile on the Dark Fragrance Lord's face looked unfamiliar. Yet it suited him well.


Were there many Lords like him?


No. If there had been, a tragedy like the one nine hundred years ago would not have happened.


“...Any last words?”

“If you reach the 《Abyss》 safely, find Gainak and give him my message. He will probably help you.”


Gainak. It was a name that sounded vaguely familiar.


“And... beware of Maiad. If he learns that you have opened Creation, he will not stay still.”

“Who is that?”


As though his strength were slowly failing, the Dark Fragrance Lord coughed up silver blood.


“...This is as far as the debt I owe Mulack goes.”


Jaehwan watched the Dark Fragrance Lord slowly close his eyes as though exhausted, then raised his sword again.


This time, he did not hesitate.


His sword accurately severed the Dark Fragrance Lord's Pineal Thread.


The sound of a living being becoming one of the dead.


The Dark Fragrance Lord's body slowly began to scatter into silver.


The sound of a world being born.


And the sound of a war ending.


The soul of a Lord who had lived for thousands of years vanished, and Jaehwan slowly turned around. Cheongheo, Cayman, and Sirwen ran toward him. Every step carried their own emotion, their own sense of release.


The sky of 《Chaos》 could be seen through the ruined palace, its ceiling blown away.


One world had vanished.


Another world had been born beneath that sky.


Watching Cayman, who had forgotten even his age as he wiped away tears with a hand on Jaehwan's shoulder, and Cheongheo, who turned away to hide his reddened eyes, Jaehwan finally felt it.


They had won.


One day, exactly 917 years and 244 days after Mulack's 「Abyss Expedition」 had failed.


《Chaos》 had finally been freed from the 《Palace of Rebirth》.
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“What? You want to know about the 『Lord Massacre』? Hah, it has already been a hundred years, and people are still talking about that? (A brief silence) ......Hmm. Yes. This would be the best way to put it. After that day, the 《Great Realm》 were great no longer.”


- An unknown Master of Slash, one hundred years later


The Rebirth War, brief in some ways and long in others, had ended.


《Chaos》 had been liberated.


Yet no one knew then that it was only the beginning of everything.


* * *


Gorgon Inner Keep’s hospital.


A pale patient leaned against a bed by the window, where flowers blooming in the courtyard could be seen. Jaehwan glanced at the flowers the patient had been watching, then spoke.


“You were alive. You were absent from the last meeting, so I thought you had died.”


“Still, I am one of the Ten Halls’ Hall Masters. Would I die so easily?”


The patient was Scholar Forest Hall Master Jegal Myeong.


Even with the face of someone who had barely survived death, Jegal Myeong could still speak so brazenly. Jaehwan gave a bitter smile.


At a glance, Jegal Myeong’s condition was serious. A long cut ran from his left arm to his left thigh. Both shins were bruised. The right side of his chest had been completely ruptured, and part of his lower jaw had been torn clean off. It was a wonder he had survived.


“It is all thanks to Elder Cheongheo.”


Jegal Myeong had survived because the Divine Doctor of Despair Cheongheo had returned to Gorgon at just the right time.


Jaehwan losing consciousness due to Eight Gates of Hell had been an unexpected stroke of luck for Jegal Myeong.


“I heard you defeated Samyeong Garam.”


The Dark Fragrance Lord, Samyeong Garam. Half of Jegal Myeong’s body had been shattered by Samyeong Garam. In that sense, Jaehwan had avenged Jegal Myeong.


“He was an extraordinary Lord. In every sense.”


“Did you know Samyeong Garam well?”


“Anyone from the Jegal Family knows the Samyeong Great Family well.”


Jegal Myeong’s expression turned somewhat bitter as he said it.


Where there were Jegals in the martial world, there were Samyeongs in the 《Great Realm》.


That saying only still held true in 《Chaos》.


The Jegal Family, which had originated in the martial world, had long since been driven out of the 《Great Realm》. The group that had pushed them aside and taken their place among the Five Great Families was the Samyeong Great Family.


The Samyeong Great Family produced the greatest strategists in the 《Great Realm》. Samyeong Garam had been Darkness’s Warlord, but he had also been a member of that Samyeong Great Family.


“As the Fortress Lord likely knows, we can no longer rule out the possibility of intervention from the Samyeong Great Family.”


The 《Palace of Rebirth》 had belonged not only to the Lords of the twelve zones, but also to the Five Great Families.


Now even Samyeong Garam, one of the Five Great Families’ Warlords, had died. Once word of this spread, Jaehwan would likely become a true public enemy of the 《Great Realm》.


“It is fine. They cannot come here anymore.”


Jegal Myeong’s eyes widened at the clear certainty in Jaehwan’s voice. He understood what Jaehwan’s confidence was based on.


“Could it be... You obtained the 「Narrow Gate」?”


Jaehwan nodded. A hint of relief passed over Jegal Myeong’s face.


If Jaehwan had acquired the 「Narrow Gate」, they would probably be unable to come to 《Chaos》 for a while. Even if they made a new 「Narrow Gate」, it would take at least several decades. The 「Narrow Gate」 created by dream demons was a treasure of that caliber.


“But it is too soon to relax.”


“I know.”


There was one more way to reach 《Chaos》 besides the 「Narrow Gate」.


“We just kill them again.”


Jegal Myeong unconsciously let out a sigh at the calmness of his voice.


He could believe those words now. Jaehwan was someone who had every right to say them.


“If they come after me even at the risk of death, they might be worth dealing with.”


“You really are impossible.”


Who would dare speak of Lords that way? Jegal Myeong could not help but laugh.


Faint sunlight shone through the window. Dust drifted through the rays. As he watched the dust drift through the light, Jegal Myeong finally realized that a brief peace had come to 《Chaos》.


That was right. Jaehwan was here now.


Even if the Lords’ forces rose again, Jegal Myeong felt certain that as long as Jaehwan was here, they could stop them somehow.


Of course, Jaehwan would have no answer if a massive number of General-class Adapters came pouring in. But unless the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 were complete idiots, they would not kill that many Generals just to send them to 《Chaos》.


Then, in an instant, an ominous premonition passed through Jegal Myeong’s mind.


The peace of 《Chaos》 rested entirely on the existence of one person.


And Jaehwan would leave them someday.


A voice calling for Jaehwan came from afar.


Jaehwan, who had been adjusting Jegal Myeong’s IV drip, rose from his seat.


“Take care of yourself.”


Watching Jaehwan’s back as he stood, Jegal Myeong unconsciously reached out.


He remembered the 「Path of the Wave」 Jaehwan had once shown him. That back, opening a path as it pierced through tens of thousands of Deadmans.


Jegal Myeong thought:


Perhaps the path that man walked was a path they could not follow.


Perhaps it was a path too exhausting and difficult for an ordinary person to walk.


Did this man still intend to walk that path alone?


“Fortress Lord.”


Jaehwan stopped walking.


He did not turn around.


After hesitating for a moment, Jegal Myeong lowered his hand and said,


“It is nothing.”


Jaehwan remained still for a moment, then began walking again.


Why was that?


At that moment, Jegal Myeong felt as though he would never see Jaehwan again. Even so, he could not bring himself to stop him. The path Jaehwan walked was that kind of path.


That was why Jegal Myeong was so worried about the 《Chaos》 that would remain after Jaehwan left.


* * *


Several people came looking for Jaehwan early that morning. The first to visit were Cheongheo and Cayman.


“Kid, do not think about sneaking off again.”


“If you two leave by yourselves again, I will not let it slide this time.”


They were likely thinking of the upcoming 「Abyss Expedition」.


Cheongheo and Cayman had spent two hundred years with Jaehwan, so it was not strange for them to worry about such things.


The next person to visit Jaehwan, however, was unexpected even to him.


“What brings you here?”


Golden hair. A strikingly handsome Celestial man with a silver aura draped over his shoulders. He gave Jaehwan a formal bow, then began to speak.


“There are several matters I would like to discuss, Fortress Lord.”


“Why did Yulhen not come personally?”


“The Chief Internal Administrator is busy with the task you assigned.”


The man was the Law Horn Lord, Karlton.


Karlton did not continue immediately. He looked at Jaehwan for a moment instead.


It still felt like only yesterday that Jaehwan had first entered Gorgon Fortress. The man who had ignored rules everyone else followed and refused to prove himself.


The man who had tried to fight the Fortress had now unified 《Chaos》 and become someone who stood against the Lords.


Fate truly was impossible to predict. Who could have known then that events would unfold this way?


“You have not changed.”


“Neither have you, Fortress Lord.”


They exchanged bitter smiles. One was a believer in rigid rules, the other a destroyer of rules. Two people so different had come this far toward the same goal.


“The report.”


“First, the first agenda item submitted by the Horn Lords’ meeting.”


Jaehwan found it fascinating as he watched Karlton recite the contents as though he had memorized them.


Karlton shared the Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam's stiff discipline and devotion to principles.


In some ways, Karlton was worse than Samyeong Garam. Karlton’s obsession with justice was stricter than the System’s own rules.


Come to think of it, this guy must have undergone Awakening too.


The keyword 「Doubt」 had the power to make every being possess a different Unique World. That was why Jaehwan’s Unique World differed from Cayman’s.


Then what was Karlton’s Unique World like? Jaehwan suddenly became curious.


“...And therefore... Fortress Lord. Are you listening?”


“Ah. How far had you gotten?”


“...According to Article 24, Clause 5, failing to listen during an administrative report is...”


This guy had not changed even after Awakening.


Karlton smiled faintly and changed the subject.


“I had reached the matter of the Tower.”


“What Tower?”


“The Tower of Nightmares, 《Carpe Diem》.”


Jaehwan recalled the Tower of Nightmares he had created with Meikal.


It had been a Tower hastily assembled to produce Awakened Ones.


Its structure was far better now, and it was much more stable than before.


“What about the Tower?”


“There are concerns that the Tower’s time ratio is too high.”


“That makes sense.”


“The number of people attempting Awakening who commit suicide is increasing.”


Time that was too heavily condensed harmed the soul. It was the price of overusing time.


Even Jaehwan was having contamination seep from his entire body. He had not been diligent enough about consuming Horned Beast horns.


If Jaehwan was like this, how much worse would it be for others? Even Cheongheo and Cayman, who had trained for two hundred years, sometimes suffered from time trauma and became vacant-eyed.


Still, Awakening was a power that could not be obtained without that much effort.


“The time ratio is too high now. The first floor alone is at a hundred times normal. Have Meikal adjust it.”


“Understood.”


“And tell them not to forget that Awakening cannot be achieved just by stabbing or slashing a lot.”


In truth, fewer than one in a hundred people who had achieved one billion stabs or slashes had realized a keyword of Awakening.


Awakening was that arduous. It came when realizations accumulated amid countless coincidences.


“Build a system that can cultivate Awakened Ones over the long term, but exempt those who do not want Awakening from training. Awakening is not the only answer. Adapting may be one path too.”


“...Do you truly believe that?”


“Everyone thinks differently. Awakening is not salvation. Some people may find a life through Adaptation.”


For some reason, Karlton’s expression became complicated at those words.


“...Is something wrong?”


“I have a personal issue.”


“What is it?”


“As you know, I recently passed through my third Awakening. I assume you know that.”


Jaehwan nodded. He had been curious about it himself. What exactly was this stubborn man’s Unique World?


But Karlton’s next words were unexpected.


“I cannot see my Unique World.”


“What?”


That was impossible.


Every Awakened One who reached 「Selflessness」 inevitably gained a Unique World. Its form varied completely depending on the individual’s capability, but the fact that they possessed a Unique World did not change.


Could this guy’s Unique World be...


Jaehwan recalled Samyeong Garam’s words. He had said that Awakened Ones were not the only ones who possessed a world. Every being had a world.


Perhaps Awakening and Adaptation were separated by only a hair.


They simply believed in different worlds and saw the world through the laws permitted by those worlds. If so, it would be difficult to say that either was more special.


That was why Jaehwan said,


“Do not worry too much. Perhaps your Unique World is this System itself.”


“Is that possible?”


“It is only a possibility. I do not know much about Awakening yet either.”


Karlton seemed to consider something at those words, then said,


“If my Unique World is this System itself, must I fight you someday, Fortress Lord?”


It was an unexpected question, carrying a trace of lightheartedness uncharacteristic of Karlton.


But Jaehwan answered seriously.


“That could happen. If you keep trying to protect this world.”


“You truly intend to destroy this world. ......Even if I try to protect it, your thoughts will not change, will they?”


“Then you will be destroyed with it.”


Karlton did not know why he could not hate someone who spoke so easily of such things. Perhaps it was because he felt that the destruction Jaehwan spoke of carried a nuance different from the destruction Karlton knew.


“Fortress Lord. Please take me with you.”


“Where?”


“On the expedition.”


Jaehwan’s brow twitched. He had not expected even Karlton to act like this.


Karlton was not the only one who had brought up the expedition. Perhaps they had begun to sense something strange, because all of the Ten Hall Masters caused a fuss every day, asking Jaehwan to take them on the expedition.


It was about time to choose who would accompany him to the 《Abyss》.


He could not take everyone. The 《Abyss》 was dangerous enough that even Lords feared it.


As Jaehwan remained silent, Karlton added another word, apparently growing impatient.


“According to Article 3, Clause 14 of the Gorgon Special Act, every checkpoint chief has a duty to protect the Fortress Lord in the event of an emergency.”


How shameless.


Still, Jaehwan did not dislike that shamelessness.


“You are no longer the chief of the northern checkpoint.”


“...”


“And by then, I will no longer be the Fortress Lord.”


Karlton looked somewhat shocked.


“Do you truly intend to step down as Fortress Lord?”


The 《Palace of Rebirth》 had been destroyed, and Chaos had been unified. More than ever, this was a time that needed a central figure. The Horn Lords’ meeting had even discussed crowning Jaehwan king.


Yet he intended to step down as Fortress Lord now?


“I will leave this Fortress in a week.”


“If you are gone, Gorgon will collapse. No, not just Gorgon, all of 《Chaos》...!”


“Do not worry. I have already thought of all that too.”


Yet Karlton only managed to realize how absurd that “plan” was after three whole days had passed.
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It had been four days since Jaehwan returned after destroying the Palace of Rebirth.


Gorgon Fortress was steeped in a strange atmosphere, half relief and half exhaustion.


Many had died or been injured.


Some had become Deadmans while fighting the Nether Ghost Envoys. Some had met their deaths at the hands of Companions who had become Deadmans. Souls had been swept away like blades of grass beneath the Lords' attacks.


At first, some got excited without really knowing why. Others wiped away tears that suddenly began to fall. Yet even those who cried could not explain their own tears.


Perhaps that was only natural.


Most residents of Chaos had not faced the Lords, but the Nether Ghost Envoys.


《Palace of Rebirth》 had suddenly vanished and freedom had arrived, but it was not something they could truly feel. It was like fighting desperately on a battlefield, only for a nuclear bomb to explode somewhere far away and end the war in an instant.


Freedom had come without warning.


That unfamiliar feeling paralyzed their minds, forcing them to admit that they were not ready to accept freedom.


Jaehwan was the one who brought 《Chaos》 to order.


On the fourth day, Jaehwan gathered every soul in Gorgon Fortress and made an announcement.


“For the next three days, we will hold a Soul Farewell Rite.”


The Soul Farewell Rite.


A rite for the souls who had died on the battlefield.


Behind Jaehwan stood Yulhen, several officials, Cheongheo, and the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls. Below the platform, a vast black curtain had been spread out.


The crowd murmured as they watched Jaehwan standing above them.


A Soul Farewell Rite, all of a sudden?


It was not unimaginable, but it was still bewildering.


Too many people had met with soul extinction for them to mourn properly.


How could they hold a Soul Farewell Rite for so many souls?


Their concerns vanished the next moment as the curtain was drawn aside.


Thousands of coffins appeared as the enormous curtain parted. They were for the souls who had died during the Rebirth War.


The crowd was overwhelmed.


When had they prepared this many coffins?


The startled crowd looked up at the platform together. Jaehwan was nowhere to be seen. Only then did they realize he was coming down from the platform.


What was he planning?


Expectation and anxiety mingled in their eyes.


The Hall Masters waiting behind the platform remained calm. They did not know exactly what Jaehwan intended to do either.


Still, they vaguely understood one thing.


He was about to do something amazing again.


Why did they not stop him, then?


There was no reason.


Only...


“That must be trust.”


Cheongheo murmured from behind the officials, quietly watching Jaehwan as he descended from the platform.


Silence settled over the venue as Jaehwan finally stopped before the thousands of coffins.


His gaze fell on the first one.


“Isaac Kendel.”


Isaac Kendel. It was not a name Jaehwan knew well. Yet Isaac Kendel had become a hero of this war, reaching the third Awakening and even defeating a Lord.


There were many like that in this war.


Those who met death as the price of walking the path of Awakening.


The coffins held the belongings left behind by the dead.


Souls of 《Chaos》 left no physical form behind after death, so there were no bodies. The rite was held with the objects they had used while alive instead.


Swords, letters, combs, brooches.


There were sometimes pieces of armor or small lockets as well.


After the Soul Farewell Rite, all of them would be burned. The rite was not held to remember the dead, but to forget them completely.


It was 《Chaos》's final consideration for the pure souls who had departed in search of life.


Before they knew it, the crowd was holding its breath as they watched Jaehwan.


Click.


Jaehwan closed the coffin containing the belongings.


It was not something extraordinary. He was only closing a coffin. Yet even such a small act could carry great meaning, depending on who did it.


Jaehwan continued calling the souls' names.


“Rachel Belder.”


Click.


“Kasim Hill.”


Click.


Had Chaos ever had a Fortress Lord like this before?


Every time that quiet click sounded, something echoed within the people as well. Stifled sobs. Trembling shoulders. Whenever a coffin closed, something within them came to an end.


The sound was dry yet warm, indifferent yet comforting.


Without realizing it, the crowd's eyes reddened.


Click.


How much time had passed?


The final coffin was closed, and Jaehwan stood up.


Everyone was looking at him.


“You all fought hard.”


People were crying. Some wailed openly, while others wept quietly. Some bit down hard on their lips to keep from crying.


“But you also know this. Nothing is over yet. The war has only begun.”


Some wore solemn expressions at those words. For most, though, they did not fully sink in. They had only just begun to savor the joy of victory. In this situation, Jaehwan's warning sounded like a stale formality.


Yet the crowd had overlooked one thing.


Did Jaehwan not know what they knew?


Creeeak.


Something was coming through the gate behind the curtain.


It was a cart with enormous wheels. An apparatus shaped like a dragon biting its own tail rested on top. The crowd watched, wondering what it was, then their expressions changed.


“Th-the Narrow Gate!”

“It is the Narrow Gate!”


The 「Narrow Gate」, whose mechanisms had been shut down and could no longer function for the time being.


The terrible item that had allowed living Lords to enter 《Chaos》 stood before the crowd.


Jaehwan spoke.


“You all know what this is.”


“Ah...!”


The crowd trembled.


That cursed object had led their 《Chaos》 to ruin.


Tension swept through the crowd as though a riot could break out at any moment.


“Destroy it!”

“Break it completely, Fortress Lord!”

“W-what are you thinking?!”


They were terrified that another Lord might cross through the Narrow Gate.


Jaehwan did not respond to the crowd's cries. If anything, he seemed to be enjoying the situation.


“Bring him out.”


A pathetic-looking man emerged from behind the 「Narrow Gate」. Magic-treated iron chains wrapped tightly around his entire body.


The crowd did not know who he was.


A few who had fought on the front lines of the Rebirth War recognized his face.


A pale voice rang through the air.


“A-a Lord!”

“A Lord of the Great Realm!”


...A Lord?


The crowd nearly panicked. Why was a Lord believed to be dead here?


“Cowardly Lord Laika!”


Even though Laika was only a Lieutenant General, the pressure of a Lord's presence was overwhelming to the crowd. Most had never even faced a Lord during the entire war.


Vague fear bore down on everyone.


Only now were they beginning to understand exactly who they had been fighting.


That man was a Lord.


“...You will regret this.”


Cowardly Lord Laika's voice followed.


“Darkness will never forgive you.”


The crowd was swept by a chill, as if cold water had been thrown over them.


His voice alone had the power to overwhelm them.


That was why they knew Laika's words were true.


What were the Lords?


They were more vicious and cruel than anyone.


They would surely come to punish 《Chaos》.


Resentment began to rise within the crowd.


Why had they started this war? Why had the Fortress Lord brought that Lord here instead of killing him? No, more importantly, what would they do with him now?


Should they kill him?


But what if killing him brought even greater anger from the Great Realm?


Should they let him live, then?


What if he returned alive and spread word of everything?


The crowd could make no decision.


So once again, the decision fell to one man.


His answer was simple.


“You are noisy.”


Shiiing.


Dokbul rang as it left its sheath.


The moment everyone widened their eyes, Dokbul's blade swept precisely across Cowardly Lord Laika's chains.


The severed chains fell apart where the blade had passed.


The crowd gasped.


“What are you doing...?!”


As if he had been waiting for it, Laika charged at Jaehwan. If he was going to die anyway, he wanted to land at least one blow.


Of course, it was futile.


Something flew into the air with a chilling slash.


Cowardly Lord Laika's left arm.


“Aaaagh!”


Then his right arm.


His left leg.


And finally, his right leg.


A flood of silver blood poured out in an instant, flowing beneath the platform.


The crowd could not believe what they were seeing.


That powerful Lord was being cut down so helplessly.


“Khh, khahaha! Khahahaha!”


Suddenly left limbless, the Cowardly Lord rolled across the ground and laughed like a madman.


“Kill me already!”


The Cowardly Lord was still a Lord. His declaration was the last shred of his pride and his final struggle as one.


He had already watched countless Lords slaughtered before his eyes. It was better to die here than return to Darkness and report it all.


“It would be troublesome if you died whenever you pleased.”


Laika's eyes visibly shook at Jaehwan's calm words.


“W-what are you talking about?! If you do not kill me, you will die! Darkness's army will come here!”


“That is why I am letting you live.”


The crowd listened to their conversation with hearts ready to burst.


“Go back and tell your master clearly. If he wants war, he can come whenever he likes. Tell him I will be waiting at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


Laika's lips moved, but he was too shocked to answer.


The Dragon Gate of the 「Narrow Gate」 began to spin.


A dazzling light poured from the gate.


Watching the scene, Jaehwan added one final remark.


“Of course, that is only if he has the courage to die.”


Jaehwan threw Laika's body through the 「Narrow Gate」 as though it were trash.


The bursting light swallowed Laika.


Then an overwhelming Stab rained down on the 「Narrow Gate」.


With the sound of dimensions twisting, the small gate that had kept 《Chaos》 trembling in fear for centuries closed forever.


Rumble.


The thunderous sound rang out like a declaration.


Jaehwan turned around.


The completely stunned crowd was staring up at him.


He opened his mouth.


“From this moment on, Chaos declares war on the 《Great Realm》.”


* * *


“What the hell are you doing, Fortress Lord?!”


Every high-ranking official of Gorgon Fortress had gathered in the Fortress Lord's office.


Cheongheo stood in the back, holding his forehead as he shook his head.


Jaehwan was reckless, but had he not crossed far too many lines this time?


Jaehwan frowned at the officials shouting over one another. He could explain it if he wanted to, but it felt bothersome.


Then pale mist began to rise from one wall of the office, and the surrounding scenery started to change.


An illusion.


The officials who had entered the Fortress Lord's office tilted their heads blankly, as if bewitched, then soon left the room.


Jaehwan spoke to the person who had cast the magic from the wall.


“Thanks.”


“I knew you were crazy, but you really are out of your mind.”


A woman's voice spoke as if she had given up entirely.


It was the Dream Demon, Sirwen.


“What was going through the head of a man who said he would quit being Fortress Lord tomorrow, starting something like that?”


“What else? War.”


“Why?”


Jaehwan answered in a calm voice, as if she had asked something obvious.


“I have to make 《Chaos》 safe.”
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Sirwen went blank at the unexpected answer.


He was starting a war to make Chaos safe?


What kind of nonsense was that?


“Are you seriously planning to take on the Lord of Darkness?”


The Cowardly Lord had crossed through the 「Narrow Gate」, so Jaehwan’s provocation would reach Darkness before the day was over. The price of offending a Lord’s pride was steep. Even if the 「Narrow Gate」 had closed, Darkness would never give up on revenge.


“...You’re insane. You mean to lure Darkness here!”


She paced anxiously around Jaehwan, gnawing at her nails as she muttered.


“No. No, Darkness won’t come...”


Jaehwan silently watched Sirwen ramble to herself like she had lost her mind.


“If the Great Lord of the twelve zones leaves their post, serious trouble will follow. The 《Great Realm》 aren’t an easy enough battlefield for a Great Lord to leave their position in person!”


As she fussed and flailed about, Jaehwan nodded with a blunt expression.


“I suppose so.”


“What is with that tone? You sound like you already knew.”


“At most, a few Generals will come. I expected that much.”


Sirwen’s face turned cold.


“Have you lost your mind? Do you think only one General will come when the Dark Fragrance Lord is dead? At least two, maybe three, could show up. If experts from the Five Great Families come too, this will spiral completely out of control!”


“That would be ideal. Once I defeat them, the situation will change entirely.”


Sirwen’s mouth fell open at the unexpected answer.


In a way, Jaehwan’s reasoning made sense. If a large number of Generals met their end in 《Chaos》, the balance of power in the 《Great Realm》 would have no choice but to change completely. Their absence would leave a devastating gap in military strength, and Darkness would be too occupied watching the neighboring zones to turn its attention to 《Chaos》 for decades.


The 《Great Realm》 would be swept up in such fierce conflict that they would not even have time to worry about 《Chaos》.


Of course, that was only possible if Jaehwan could defeat the Generals.


“You seem far too full of yourself after beating the Dark Fragrance Lord, but high-ranking Generals are incomparably stronger than that Lord.”


“I suppose so.”


“And in your current condition, you will not be able to properly fight even one of them.”


After training for two thousand years in 《Carpe Diem》 and fighting the Dark Fragrance Lord, Jaehwan’s soul was in terrible condition.


Even so, his gaze did not waver in the slightest. It meant that he had something he trusted in.


Yet no matter how much Sirwen thought about it, she could not imagine Jaehwan as he was now facing the other Generals.


...Could it be?


A fragment of a terrifying possibility brushed through Sirwen’s mind. Still, she could not tell exactly what that fragment was.


“By the way, did you come here just to ask that?”


“H-huh?”


“You do not seem particularly interested in Chaos.”


At the sharp observation, Sirwen hesitated.


“I came to hear the price of our promise.”


“Promise?”


His tone made it impossible to tell whether he was playing dumb or had truly forgotten.


Sirwen slowly drew in a breath and finally asked the question she had been holding back.


“Tell me now. What exactly did you obtain from the 「Eight Gates of Hell」?”


* * *


『Record of the Abyss』


That was the name of the book Jaehwan had found at the final gate of Eight Gates of Hell. Strictly speaking, though, it was closer to the memory of a being disguised as a book.


The moment he opened it, Mulack’s story had seeped into Jaehwan’s mind as a collection of memories.


It was the story from immediately after the Dream Demon Mulack founded the expedition team until just before the expedition ended.


Sirwen, who had been listening beside him, widened her eyes and asked again.


“Is that true?”


“Yes.”


Sirwen’s body trembled as Jaehwan confirmed it once more.


The reason she had wandered through 《Chaos》 all this time was to find traces of her missing godfather.


Mulack, her godfather, was said to have reached the end of the 《Abyss》 and then vanished.


Yet she had found no trace of him. Most of the expedition members who had journeyed with Mulack to the 《Abyss》 had long since suffered soul extinction. Even those who survived knew almost nothing.


She could not simply head into the 《Abyss》 either. The being guarding its entrance would not let her through.


And so, hundreds of years had passed in vain.


“Finally...”


How could she explain the joy of finally finding traces of the godfather she had spent nine hundred years searching for?


To think his records had remained in Eight Gates of Hell.


The world was truly ironic. What she had searched for so desperately had been inside the skill she used so often, and the one who found it first was, of all people...


This human.


Sirwen bit her lips, then asked Jaehwan again, as though it still did not feel real.


“Are you sure? It really was left behind by Mulack Armelt?”


“It was the memory of Mulack Armelt, your godfather.”


“How can I trust you?”


Jaehwan slowly closed his eyes.


Sirwen tensed, wondering what this human was about to do now.


A moment later, Jaehwan began to speak.


“I found that 「Egg」 at the Winter Root of the 《Tree of Illusion》 in the sixth zone. In the bitter cold, on that frozen land where sleet drifted down in scattered flakes, the 「Egg」 waited for me with a radiant glow.”


“...?”


“I was very nervous then. It was the first time in my life that I had picked up an 「Egg」. My Great Mother had often told me about her own experiences, but when the moment came, my mind went blank and none of it helped. Hearing about becoming a parent and becoming one yourself were as different as talking about a tower and building one yourself.”


Sirwen’s eyes began to shake. Her cheeks flushed red as she kept listening to Jaehwan’s story.


“How could I ever forget that moment? A tiny life peeking out through the faint shell of the Egg. A being born from eating dreams, then living on by dreaming anew.”


Sirwen forgot even to breathe as she focused on his story. Simply listening made the scene feel vividly real before her eyes.


In that moment, she stood amid the winter landscape of the sixth zone.


“Tiny fingers clutching fragments of pure white dreams. Hands that would shape the world as they wished, and eyes that would see the world as they dreamed it. Yes. The moment I saw the child’s face after it woke from its shell, I realized my Great Mother had been right. A newborn child truly was...”


Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes.


Sirwen’s trembling eyes were before him. As though conveying someone else’s feelings, he continued in a quiet voice.


“So utterly lovely.”


The emotional tremor that seeped deep into her heart made Sirwen’s face turn bright red before she realized it.


“...W-what?”


Completely flustered, she stumbled backward, tripped over her own leg, and fell on her butt. Her breath came out in ragged puffs.


Jaehwan spoke bluntly to Sirwen, who was still staring blankly into space.


“That should be proof enough.”


“D-don’t recite someone else’s memories as if they were your own!”


The memory Jaehwan had read was of her godfather Mulack finding Sirwen for the first time.


There was no doubt about it. It was the Winter Root of the sixth zone, a place Mulack often mentioned whenever he spoke of the distant past.


As though savoring the memory, Jaehwan looked into the air and spoke again.


“According to this memory, all dream demons are born from 「Eggs」. Where exactly is the Winter Root of the 《Tree of Illusion》?”


“...The northern root of the 《Tree of Illusion》 in the 《Great Realm》. All dream demons are born in the dreams of the 《Tree of Illusion》 and found in the form of 「Eggs」. No, that is not what we should be discussing right now!”


Still unable to calm herself, she hurried over and clung to Jaehwan.


“Did he leave any other message?”


“A message?”


“Something he left specifically for me, surely there must be something like that!”


Jaehwan thought for a moment before speaking.


“I do not know. There may be, or there may not be.”


“What? What does that mean?”


“As I said, these memories are not in the form of a book. They are an extremely complicated collection of memories.”


When he first absorbed them, Jaehwan had been unconscious for a long time from the severe mental shock. An enormous volume of memories had rushed into him all at once.


After he regained consciousness, however, Jaehwan realized that the real problem was not the amount of memories, but their form.


“The form of the memories?”


“Yes.”


For some reason, the memories Mulack left behind were not a continuous sequence. Put simply, they did not flow like a panorama, as if one were watching a long film.


The memories were disconnected, with no careful consideration for the reader. They were fragments so broken that it was impossible to distinguish what came before and after. It was entirely Jaehwan’s responsibility to piece them together, establish an order, and make a story from them.


Perhaps Mulack had not wanted his memories to take the form of an exact story. The more precise a story was, the more it limited interpretation. As a dream demon who loved art, perhaps he had wanted someone to create something through his memories.


Memories left as fragments. In the end, it was up to each individual being to add substance to them and give them meaning.


“...So even if I wanted to tell you something, I cannot. The memory I told you just now was at least one of the parts with a clear sequence.”


“That sounds plausible. So plausible that it makes me even more suspicious.”


Sirwen looked dumbfounded. She had fulfilled every condition of the deal, but now that it was time to receive what she had paid for, the other side’s product was defective.


Jaehwan shamelessly shrugged.


“Why are you searching for Mulack? Just because he is your godfather?”


“What would you do with that information?”


“If you need Mulack’s memories, would it not help you to continue traveling with me?”


“...What?”


“After all, Mulack disappeared in the 《Abyss》. It would not be a bad thing for you either, would it?”


Sirwen’s expression changed once more at the unexpected offer.


In other words, he was telling her to join the Abyss Expedition that would soon depart.


Looking at it now, this human had intended this from the beginning.


As a dream demon, the 《Abyss》 was a place she would have to visit at least once someday, so it was not a bad offer for her either.


Even so, Sirwen felt strangely upset. From beginning to end, it seemed Jaehwan had maneuvered her exactly as he pleased.


Then a flash of light crossed Sirwen’s face.


She had just thought of a brilliant way to get back at Jaehwan.


“Wait. You said the records my godfather left behind took the form of ‘memories,’ right?”


“Yes.”


“Then I have a very good method.”


Sirwen’s eyes gleamed strangely as she finished speaking.


* * *


A little later, Jaehwan was inside a familiar pocket dimension. White linoleum covered the floor, while pale pink wallpaper covered the walls. It was Sirwen’s workshop, which he had visited before.


Jaehwan slowly looked around before speaking.


“Did you not say you would never let me in here again?”


“That was then.”


“You said something about an invasion of privacy...”


“I said that was then!”


Sirwen’s Personal Workshop had a Warp Drive installed within it. This time, though, Jaehwan and Sirwen had not come here because of the Warp Drive.


Sirwen manipulated something on the holographic control panel in the air, then smiled sinisterly.


“All right, preparations are complete. Come over here.”
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Her voice sounded as though it held a million schemes.


Jaehwan walked to the center of the room where Sirwen stood. A hatch in the ceiling opened, and an iron contraption descended with a loud rattle.


What was that?


Jaehwan eyed the device suspiciously.


It was shaped like a cross.


It even had restraints designed to bind someone in place. At a glance, it looked exactly like a torture device.


Sirwen gently ran a fingertip along the device. “A tool that will help us become one.”


“...Become one?”


“I explained it earlier. Squeeze!”


Squeeze.


Taken literally, it meant to wring something out. To dream demons, though, the word carried a metaphorical meaning.


Forcibly linking souls to wring out a target’s memories.


That was what a Squeeze truly was.


“You cannot call yourself a dream demon until you have tried Squeeze at least once.”


Normally, dream demons whose inspiration had run dry often resorted to Squeeze.


It allowed them to condense and experience not only someone’s memories, but their emotions and realizations as a whole. After a single Squeeze, dream demons would not have to worry about running out of ideas for quite some time.


Of course, grabbing just anyone and performing a Squeeze would not make ideas pour out endlessly.


To think my first partner would be this guy.


Sirwen watched Jaehwan climb onto the cross, her eyes tense. Even after living for two thousand years, Squeeze was unfamiliar to her. She belonged to the anti-Squeeze faction, which believed that stealing others’ experiences through indiscriminate Squeezes violated the spirit of art.


Most dream demons, naturally, did not care in the slightest about the ethics of Squeeze. The guilt of wringing out another being’s soul? Ethics of the soul? Why should they care? Ethics would not build a tower for them.


“Do I just lie here?”


“Yeah.”


Sirwen’s expression grew complicated as she watched Jaehwan settle onto the cross. Dream demons were a species that revered the mind over the body, which made this all the more unsettling. A Squeeze meant perfectly connecting one’s mind to that of a complete stranger.


Ha. What a stupid thought.


As Sirwen fastened the restraints around Jaehwan’s arms, she shook her head without realizing it. Jaehwan asked, “Why are your hands shaking?”


“Shut up. I’m starting.”


“Hurry up.”


His composure somehow hurt Sirwen’s pride, and she pressed her lips together.


Let’s see if you can keep acting so relaxed once the Squeeze begins.


Squeeze was an incredibly painful process.


More accurately, it was painful for the target, not the caster.


The next moment, dozens of tentacles extended from Sirwen’s soul. They drifted through the air like seaweed lost in a current, then suddenly lunged at Jaehwan like beasts that had found their prey.


Thudududuk!


Countless tentacles pierced his soul.


A horrible sound, like flesh being torn apart, rang through the room as Jaehwan’s soul was pierced beyond recognition.


Yet for some reason, it was Sirwen, not Jaehwan, who cried out.


“Ah, ngh?”


Then the Squeeze began.


She had expected it when Eight Gates of Hell broke last time, but Jaehwan’s mental energy far surpassed anything she had imagined.


Kwaaaaaaah!


Memories rushed through the tentacles like a waterfall. There was no way a single human being should have contained this much.


“Urgh...!”


Sirwen struggled to stay conscious. If she were swept away by this tidal wave of memories, there was no telling what would happen. She might be trapped inside Jaehwan forever. Even if she somehow escaped safely, she could be left with lasting aftereffects for the rest of her life.


Stay focused.


Her consciousness was pulled in at once, and her breathing grew ragged. Sirwen desperately pushed through the waves of memories.


Ding. Ding.


Something rang inside her head.


Then, after some time had passed, an intense sensation pierced through Sirwen’s entire body.


The feeling of being connected.


When she opened her eyes again, Sirwen was inside a vast universe. Boundless darkness. Stars too numerous to count.


An explosive thrill consumed her whole body. A sensation she had never experienced before filled her anew. Excitement made her tremble.


The other dream demons had been right.


Whenever Sirwen saw dream demons describing Squeeze in exaggerated, ecstatic terms, she had never believed them. They called it paradise, a pleasure far more intense than sex.


To Sirwen, they had been nothing more than vulgar, lowly hedonists. One dream demon had even once told her this.


“Hahaha! You, who have opposed Squeeze for two thousand years, will never understand. How should I put it? It feels like comprehending all creation.”


Now, to her frustration, Sirwen felt she understood those words.


Once she experienced it herself, none of those descriptions were enough. She had been arrogant, and a being was far too vast a thing.


A single being was a single world.


Her soul, accepting a new world, was steeped in ecstasy.


So this was the inside of an Awakened One.


A universe covered in endless darkness. Countless stars of memory, and the stories those stars gave off.


Sirwen continued exploring Jaehwan’s universe, struggling not to be pulled into the gravity of a star.


Do not go too deep. If I am not careful, I will fall into the Uncanny. Read only the memories about Godfather, then get out quickly.


Squeeze was that dangerous. There was a reason dream demons before and after Squeeze were described as different beings.


Anyone who intensely experienced another world would continue to be strongly affected by that world in some way.


It was also fairly common for dream demons to fall in love with their targets after a Squeeze.


Her breathing became labored, and her body kept growing hotter.


A typical side effect of Squeeze.


The energy of a new world stimulated her. Her world was meeting Jaehwan’s world and resonating with it.


The reproduction of worlds. An explosive outpouring of emotion.


Sirwen desperately tried to restrain herself as she moved through Jaehwan’s universe.


Godfather, Godfather... Please. Ah?


Then something caught Sirwen’s eye. A planet that seemed to have formed relatively recently stood out to her. A sensation that was deeply familiar and dearly missed seized her.


There was no doubt.


This was her godfather’s presence.


Without hesitating, Sirwen moved toward the planet. At the same time, countless waves of memories crashed over her again.


Aah!


Tears gathered at the corners of Sirwen’s eyes as pain, as though her soul were being crushed, engulfed her. She felt that she was almost there.


Godfather!


Her godfather, Mulack Armelt.


One of the Great Thirteen Masters.


A legendary dream demon who had constructed towers that would remain in 《Great Realm》 history before he was even a thousand years old. Every tower he built afterward had received endless praise from the Dream Demon Association and the monthly publication 《T.O.P. (Tower of Power)》.


“Soon, ‘regression’ will become popular, so how about building a tower about ‘regression,’ Sirwen?”


“Regression has fallen out of fashion now, so make a tower centered on a classic adventure. The Cultivators will surely like it.”


She still clearly remembered the prophetic insight he displayed, as though he knew the future.


That was why Sirwen could not understand.


Whether in imagination or Combat Power, Mulack ranked among the strongest in the 《Great Realm》. Even beings of the 《Abyss》 should not have been able to harm him.


Yet he had disappeared without saying a word to her, his daughter.


And nine hundred years had passed.


Godfather!


At last, Sirwen encountered traces of her godfather.


But why?


She could not approach the memory of her godfather right before her eyes. It felt like she had entered a sea where she could not move forward no matter how hard she swam.


An ominous feeling washed over her. Sirwen turned around.


There was no sound in the vacuum, but if there had been, deafening explosions would have filled the air. Strange rocks flew through space, drawing brilliant tails behind them.


A storm of meteors was bearing down on her.


Aaaaaaah!


Fragments struck the back of Sirwen’s head, and she was swept into the meteor shower. Mulack’s memories, which had been so close, vanished beyond a distant nebula.


Her body was tossed helplessly within the storm.


Kugugugu.


Amid thick dust, Sirwen realized that her body had returned to a place with gravity. Her vision swayed. She shook her dizzy head and rose to her feet.


She had landed deep inside some planet.


Damn it. I fell into the 《Uncanny》.


She instinctively realized it.


If the Tree of Illusion had the 《Abyss》, then a being’s inner self had the 《Uncanny》.


A place commonly called the valley of the unconscious.


Mulack had once told her about it.


He said that every illusion in the world had been created with the 《Uncanny》 as its motif.


The source of all illusions.


Its formal name was Uncanny Valley.


...I need to find a Guide.


There was only one way to escape the Uncanny, the realm of the unconscious.


Find the Guide, the sole consciousness within the unconscious realm, who knew the path out.


Sirwen quickly took in her surroundings. She had fallen into the middle of a city. Tall buildings that seemed vaguely familiar. Dark gray asphalt roads.


Some people passing by glanced at Sirwen’s pink hair. Voices from people looking at her suspiciously could be heard from all around.


“Did that woman just fall from the sky?”


“What? No way.”


...People?


Wait. This place...


To her surprise, this was a planet she knew.


It was a world famous among dream demons by word of mouth. Even Sirwen’s fashion came from World 294.


Dream demons traveling along the roots of the 《Tree of Illusion》 would sometimes visit this place for amusement. It was a world that had not been discovered by Cultivators for quite some time because older dream demons had desperately protected it.


World 294, Earth.


The Uncanny was structured around the target’s homeland.


I see. That guy was from Earth.


At least it was fortunate that she was wearing clothes fashionable in World 294.


Act naturally.


The ruler of the Uncanny was the unconscious itself. If it discovered that she was an outsider, the entire world of the unconscious would become hostile toward her.


A world that rejected what was unfamiliar.


That was the Uncanny.


Sirwen calmly blended into the crowd.


The topics people discussed everywhere caught her attention.


“Getting a job after graduating from a no-name college is killing me.”


“Hey, you think Seoul schools have it any better?”


Talk about daily life.


“I do not know when I will ever finish paying off my loans.”


“I have put off going back to school for ages because of tuition.”


Talk about money.


“Some people are born with silver spoons. They can eat and play all they want, study abroad, then come back to a job handed to them through connections. Others study themselves to death, get into college, and barely end up as entry-level workers.”


“Still, keep trying. If you wait, an opportunity will come someday.”


Talk about effort.


“Wow, look at her. She’s seriously something else.”


“Should I go talk to her?”


Talk from people glancing at Sirwen herself.


Amid the flood of conversations she heard everywhere, Sirwen had little trouble grasping what the world called Earth was like.


A class society formed around capital and power.


It was not strange. Every world had a class system. The only difference was whether it was visible or concealed.


Watching the noisy Earthlings, Sirwen clicked her tongue inwardly.


Maybe the 《Great Realm》 are better. The humans there are open about it, but at least they are not deceitful.


That was when it happened.


“Move!”


A small child wearing a cap pulled low over their face ran toward her from the distance. The child looked full of urgency, as though fleeing from something.


Sirwen casually moved aside to avoid colliding with the child, but her eyes flashed.


The child’s face, briefly visible beneath the cap, resembled someone.


Sharp eyes. Stubbornly pressed lips.


“Ah?”


Sirwen reached out without thinking. The instant her fingertips brushed the child’s shoulder, a jolt of electricity ran through her entire body.


“Ghk!”


No being that was not made entirely of consciousness could emit such a powerful mental signal.


And that face.


There was no mistake.


A Guide!


Sirwen quickly turned toward where the child had run. Yet people faster than her were already chasing after the child.


“You little brat! Stop right there!”


Men in blue uniforms. Shouts of “Police!” rang out from all around. The crowd murmured noisily.


“Looks like another child has appeared.”


“Tsk, tsk. Still remaining a child? How foolish.”


“Throw that brat in jail already!”


It was a conversation she could not understand.


What crime was there in existing as a child?


At that moment, a chilling shudder crawled up Sirwen’s spine.


She slowly looked around.


Then looked again.


And realized it.


There were no children anywhere.


A world where everyone was an adult.


There was something wrong with this world.
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Sirwen quickly went after the police officers.


Before long, she saw a child cornered in an alley, surrounded by officers.


“Give it up, kid.”


The child was backing away one step at a time with a steel pipe in hand, while the officers closed in on him. Sirwen felt an uneasy sense of dissonance. What in the world was she looking at?


The officer guarding the mouth of the alley spotted her, grew wary, and pulled out a baton.


“You there, miss. It’s dangerous here, so step back.”

“What did that child do?”

“Hm? Ah, he’s refusing to become an adult.”


The officer kept talking with a grin, as if she had asked something obvious.


“That’s the sort of crime that carries the death penalty.”


At those words, Sirwen’s mind fell into confusion.


Being a child was a grave crime.

Did Earth really have laws like that?


Dream Demons established, from childhood onward, the values they would follow for the rest of their lives. Usually, when creating towers, they built those values around the principle of survival of the fittest so they would not feel guilt, choosing whatever ideas suited their tastes.


Sirwen’s own values had been shaped heavily by her godfather, Mulack, and the clearest expression of the ideological legacy he left behind was Soul-Centrism.


Survival of the fittest and Soul-Centrism.


They were values that could never truly fit together, so every time Sirwen created a tower, she was forced into deep anguish. How was she supposed to respect every soul while still following the principle of survival of the fittest? More fundamentally, was it even possible to respect souls within a worldview built on survival of the fittest?


Whenever Sirwen created a tower, she always ended up betraying her own ethics, and the results were never good. Even so, there was one principle she alone had always upheld: no child was ever invited into a tower she created.


“Stop right now. He’s a child.”


That was why, even knowing she should not act like this, she could not restrain herself.


“Hey, come over here!”

“What is with this lady...?”


The officer muttered awkwardly.


Just then, another officer standing nearby examined Sirwen closely before speaking.


“Wait. Doesn’t this lady look kind of strange?”

“Hm? Is she cosplaying?”


The officers were staring hard at her temples. Sirwen realized too late.


...Damn it, I should have hidden my horns.


“Miss, let’s see your ID.”


This was bad. Over the officers’ shoulders, she could see the child still trapped in the encirclement.


If you fall into the Uncanny, never do anything that draws attention.


Her godfather’s advice finally rose in her mind, but it was already far too late to put it into practice. Sirwen decided to resolve the situation without mercy by using magic. Saving the Guide came first.


But then.


Fwoosh, hiss.


“...Huh?”


The flame that had started to rise from her fingertips died out on the spot.


Magic was not working.


And that was her mistake.


The officer who saw fire appear in midair stared wide-eyed. Then the officer’s body began changing into something monstrous. Black spread over the whites of their eyes, and their muscles swelled viciously.


Something was going wrong.


[CAUTION! CAUTION!]

[Foreign substance detected within the world. Implement immediate expulsion measures.]


The officers rushed her like beasts, and Sirwen was caught before she could do anything. Their eyes were filled with a mechanical desire, a primal unconscious urge to eliminate the other standing before them.


“Help...”


With her mouth clamped shut, Sirwen hurriedly looked around, but there was no one to help her. The people passing by merely watched her indifferently. Under those unconcerned stares, Sirwen felt a terrible fear.


This was a world ruled by the unconscious. Everything here had already been agreed upon, and no one could go against it.


No one except one person.


“Move!”


A child’s voice rang out from somewhere.


Whoosh, crack!


The instant Sirwen squeezed her eyes shut, one of the officers collapsed limply.


“You little brat!”


She heard a stainless-steel pipe cut through the air, followed by the repeated sound of skulls being crushed. Blood sprayed from the back of someone’s head and splattered onto Sirwen’s cheek. Before her trembling eyes, the last officer crumpled, revealing the child standing there, soaked all over in blood.


He looked like a little fiend.


Did some beings grow in exactly the same way no matter what sort of environment they were thrown into?


Sirwen muttered without meaning to.


“Even as a child, this man hasn’t changed at all.”


The child wiped the blood off the pipe with a few quick strokes, then glared at Sirwen with sharp eyes.


“Who are you?”


It was an absurdly reassuring voice.


Especially for a child.


* * *


A Guide in the Uncanny reflected the mind’s mental age.

A self with the mind of a boy appeared as a boy, and a self with the mind of an old person appeared as an old person.


Which meant...


So this child was that human’s first form.


For some reason, Sirwen found it funny. That arrogant human really had the mind of a child like this.


Then again, maybe that was only natural.


While Sirwen was turning such thoughts over in her head, little Jaehwan, who had been listening to her story and sorting out what he had heard, finally spoke.


“I see. Looks like you drifted here from the Memory Canal?”

“The Memory Canal?”

“Sometimes Memory Fragments get swept into this place by meteor-shower storms. You’re the first living being to visit, though.”


Little Jaehwan seemed strangely moved by that.


Sirwen asked in a quietly sympathetic voice.


“So you’ve lived here this whole time?”

“Yeah.”

“While being chased by officers like those?”

“Yeah.”


His voice was far too calm, far too composed. This child had probably lived for a long time in a world where such things were simply normal.


“...Why is this world trying to kill children who refuse to become adults?”


The question seemed to catch him off guard, and little Jaehwan looked thoughtful for a moment. In truth, there should have been no answer. This was a world of the unconscious, a world forcibly built against reality. There was no reason for such a world’s laws to exist in the first place...


“Because everyone is an adult.”


Sirwen’s lips parted slightly.


Perhaps only a child could have given an answer like that.


A world where everyone wore the same face, and so tried to exclude every other difference.


The shock of that answer was so great that Sirwen only realized a moment later that little Jaehwan had asked her something in return.


“There’s something I want to ask.”

“Uh, yeah? What is it?”

“What kind of person is the ‘me’ outside?”


I see. This child is curious about the self outside.

Sirwen smiled faintly.


What kind of person should she say he was? How was she supposed to phrase it so this child would be happy? No suitable words came to mind. When she thought about it, she barely knew anything about Jaehwan at all.


“He’s like you.”

“Is he an adult?”


Sirwen hesitated for a moment, then answered.


“No, he’s a child.”


At that, little Jaehwan’s lips twitched. Looking closely, he seemed pleased.


He looked so adorable that Sirwen wanted to hug him.


Of course, that small desire faded the moment little Jaehwan spoke again.


“First, I need to send you back outside.”

“You know how?”

“I do. That’s what I do.”

“What do you do?”

“I send lost memories back to where they belong.”


Sirwen understood. That was why they were called Guides.


Little Jaehwan raised a small finger and pointed at her.


“It looks like memories other than you got dragged in too.”

“Hm?”

“That piece stuck to your clothes. It’s a Memory Fragment.”


Now that he mentioned it, a glowing stone-like shard had indeed been clinging to her body for some time. It seemed to be one of the meteor-shower fragments that had entered with her.

Sirwen carefully peeled the shard away.


“Judging by the red color, it looks like a very important and urgent memory.”

“Memories have levels of importance too?”

“The stronger the red light, the more urgent the memory. If it isn’t returned to the Memory Canal quickly, something could happen outside.”


Sirwen suddenly thought about the situation outside.


The Lords of the twelve zones were threatening them.

If there really were an important and urgent memory right now, what could it be?


...Could it be?


Sirwen’s expression grew complicated.


* * *


Before she knew it, a week had passed since Sirwen started traveling with little Jaehwan. In that time, she had been able to observe every detail of his daily life.


Every night, little Jaehwan slept in a sewer beneath an underpass. At dawn, he got up early and headed to a convenience store.


To steal food.


He waited until the convenience store clerk nodded off, then got himself a day’s worth of food. Usually that meant triangle kimbap and refrigerated hamburgers.


Once daytime came, little Jaehwan, as always, climbed up above the underpass carrying an illegally modified communications device.


To receive public Wi-Fi.


“When a Memory Passage opens, the Wi-Fi signal suddenly gets unstable.”


From above the underpass came the light, tapping sound of shoes.


For some reason, Sirwen found that sound unbearably sad.


An endless wait, with no chance of a turnaround and no salvation.


That was all a child who looked barely ten years old did from morning to night. Then, if a “passage” happened to be discovered, he moved in person to retrieve the Memory Fragments.


“When I’m unlucky, I run into officers like last time. It’s not that common, though.”


Little Jaehwan muttered in his usual detached voice as he fiddled with the Wi-Fi receiver. Sirwen quietly watched him.


She knew well enough that this was a world of the unconscious.

This world was not real. It was only a world that existed inside Jaehwan’s imagination.


And yet...


“...Are you okay?”


She could not bring herself to finish the sentence.

Even to a child, there were things too rude to say. No one had the right to speak of someone else’s life that way.


The child asked back.


“What do you mean?”


His tone suggested he did not even know what the problem was.


The question mark that rose at the far edge of that innocence left Sirwen at a loss.


This child had been born here and raised here. For a child who had lived in hell his whole life, hell itself was simply the natural state of things.


Sirwen bit her lip.


It might be because of the Dream Demons that this child had been trapped in this world.


If a world of the unconscious was something formed on the basis of reality, then there was a strong chance that this child’s world had been shaped by the Tower of Nightmares.


The horrific experiences Jaehwan had endured, and the wounds he carried.

Jaehwan’s nature, which had never once knelt despite that desperate journey, was what had formed this world.


With a miserable heart, Sirwen looked at little Jaehwan. She felt she ought to say something, but she had no confidence she could say the right words.


“Other than sending memories back, don’t you do anything else?”


After agonizing over it for a long while, the words Sirwen finally managed to bring out turned into a question entirely different from what she had meant to ask.


“Anything else?”

“Yeah. Anything else.”

“Hmm.”


Little Jaehwan looked like someone who had never once been asked such a difficult question.


Sirwen thought she had brought up the subject for no reason. There was nothing crueler than teaching hope to someone who had never known it.


Just then, little Jaehwan spoke with a dazed look in his eyes.


“I look at memories.”

“Memories?”

“Yeah.”


Little Jaehwan rummaged through his pocket and took something out. It was a white stone shard.


“I don’t send every memory back.”


Sirwen immediately recognized it as a Memory Fragment. Like the red shard that had stuck to her own body, it was a meteor-shower fragment containing a memory. Sirwen flinched and asked in surprise.


“Is it okay for you to keep something like that? Won’t that cause trouble?”


Jaehwan shook his head with a slightly sheepish look.


“It’ll probably be fine. This one isn’t a very important memory.”

“It isn’t? How do you know?”

“By the color.”


According to little Jaehwan, Memory Fragments were ranked in importance in the order of white, green, blue, and red. And the fragment he was holding right now was white.


An unimportant memory.


As if to show her, little Jaehwan gently stroked the surface of the white stone shard. At once, the air warped and the stored memory began to replay.


Whirr, whirr.


The scene rolled like a film projector.


What appeared in the image was Jaehwan as a child, living on Earth before the tower appeared. Young Jaehwan was nestled in his mother’s arms. Then Jaehwan’s mother spoke.


[Today, I’ll read you this book.]


On Earth, it was a book everyone read at least once. It was not an easy book to understand, but it was so famous that everyone knew it. Even Sirwen knew the title. It was required reading, always counted among 『100 Masterpieces You Must Read to Make a Good Tower』.


Sirwen squeezed two thousand years of memories for an answer.


It was... some story with a prince in it, wasn’t it?


Rather than abuse her memory any further, she decided to focus on the story Jaehwan’s mother was telling.


[So, so the Little Prince came to Earth?]

[Yes, he came to Earth.]


It was a story about a prince.

A little prince who lived on asteroid B612, then one day arrived on Earth and traveled across it.


[...The Little Prince said, “What is essential is invisible to the eye.”...]


That book was the story of a little prince who saw the “world” with his own eyes. To adults who spent all day counting numbers and claiming they were doing “important things,” the little prince said that what was truly important could never be seen with the eyes. A prince who could imagine a sheep inside a box, and an elephant inside a boa constrictor.


A prince who believed in the power of imagination.


Sirwen knew how the story ended.

In a world where everything was quantified, a child who refused to read numbers could not survive. A sheep inside a box or an elephant inside a boa constrictor was of no use at all in living through the world.


That was only natural.


So if this story was to remain beautiful, the Little Prince had to die. Only the dead could preserve their innocence. At last, as the story neared its ending, young Jaehwan asked:


[Then what happens to the world after the Little Prince leaves?]

[Hm?]


Jaehwan’s mother sounded flustered.

It was a question no one had ever considered.


A world no one had looked back on, intoxicated by the beauty of the story.

There was a boy, the first to look back at that world.


[The world the Little Prince left behind.]

[That’s...]

[What remains in that world?]
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Sirwen drew in a breath without realizing it.


[That world...]


The young mother hesitated as little Jaehwan threw a tantrum.

How should she tell him?

How could she explain it without hurting him?


In the end, she said this.


[Of course, the Little Prince is still there.]


[How? He died, didn't he?]


[Well... The Little Prince didn't actually die.]


It was a story that did not exist.

An adult's lie for a child.


[He is still living on Earth.]


The young mother told him that the Little Prince had not died and was still living in this world.

That he was still fighting to save Earth.


It was an obviously fabricated story, one without plausibility or realism.


Little Jaehwan listened intently, as if he did not want to miss a single word from the voice on the screen. Or as if he truly believed the story.


At that moment, little Jaehwan truly looked like a little boy.


Sirwen understood.


This story was what sustained him.


She remembered Jaehwan as he opened Creation.

A world born defiantly against the System's oppression. It had yet to gain convincing 「Plausibility」, a detailed 「Worldview」, or first 「Setting」, yet it was a world that would never compromise or submit.


The World After the Fall had been born in that very moment.


Then a thought suddenly struck Sirwen, and her heart sank.


But why was this memory white?

Why was a memory like this considered unimportant?


What was this man forgetting in order to keep living?


Just then, static crackled from the Wi-Fi receiver they had set against the underpass wall.


Little Jaehwan's expression changed at once.


"Found it."


"Hm?"


"The passage you'll use to leave."


Jaehwan, wearing the face of the Little Prince, stood there.


* * *


A circular passage rippled high in the sky.


The memory passage, the only escape route to the outside, had opened near the rooftop of a skyscraper. Multiple people stared at the hole, clicking their tongues as they spoke.


"Those civil servants aren't doing their jobs."


"They need to seal it already."


Little Jaehwan and Sirwen hid deep in an alley as they looked up at the sky together.


"That's a 「Dog Hole」."


"A Dog Hole?"


She thought the name was bizarre, but on second thought, it fit.


Only dogs and children went through Dog Holes. Adults did not use them. They sealed them instead.


When she had first entered 《Uncanny》, she had felt horrified. Now that she had hope of leaving, she somehow felt reluctant. Sirwen herself could not understand why.


"I wish we had more time."


"Why?"


"You'll be lonely when I leave."


"I don't need you."


It was only something a little boy said, yet it somehow hurt.


Sirwen refused to give up.


"You were happy to meet me, right?"


Little Jaehwan did not answer. Yet he did not deny it either.


Sirwen liked that silence. She knew it was the fullest expression this little boy could show.


"I'm glad you're a child."


"What? Why?"


"Just because, brat."


Jaehwan looked at her with bored eyes, then pointed at the Dog Hole.


"We have to climb that building. Its position is awkward, so the only way to reach it is from the rooftop."


They avoided people's eyes and hurried up the stairs of the skyscraper.


Once a Dog Hole appeared, it did not take long to disappear.


Footsteps thundered up the stairwell.


Sirwen panted as she spoke.


"You're awfully fast for a kid."


"I'm not a kid."


"How old are you?"


"I forgot. Things like my age."


What an insolent little brat.


A question suddenly came to Sirwen.


"How old do you think I look?"


"You look about two thousand years old."


She was furious, but it was true, so she could not argue.


"Do people outside all live that long?"


"...Not everyone does."


"But everyone becomes an adult eventually, right?"


Sirwen could not answer.


She wanted to tell him no.

That not everyone became an adult.


[CAUTION!!]


Adults who had spotted her appeared all over the building.


Adults with blackened eyes rushed at Sirwen and little Jaehwan. It was like watching a horde of zombies.


Crack!


Brains and clots of blood burst out.


The kid was not just fast. He was strong too.


Crack!


After hearing it so many times, the sound had even become cheerful.


Sirwen wanted to ask him.


Weren't those things scary?


She already knew what little Jaehwan would say, though.


That he was not scared.


Or perhaps he would say this.


They're numbers.

They don't exist.

They're only an agreed-upon truth.


"Hurry and go back."


They had reached the rooftop.


Between their ragged breaths, she could see the clear sky.


"That's the passage you need to leave through."


The Dog Hole hovered beyond the rooftop railing. It was shrinking rapidly, but it was close enough that she could jump into it if she leaped hard from the railing.


[Exclude them!]


The adults surged through the rooftop door at a terrifying speed.


Crack!


The sound of a stainless steel pipe striking something rang out.


Little Jaehwan spoke.


"There's one last thing I'm curious about."


"Hm?"


"Does the me over there have friends?"


Sirwen could not answer easily.


Did he have anyone she could call a friend?


She recalled the Jaehwan she had watched over the past few weeks. The names of people who liked him.


Cheongheo, Cayman, Yulhen, Karlton...

The Ten Hall Masters and the residents of Gorgon.


Could they be called his friends?


It always seemed as though someone was by his side, but no one truly was.


Some revered him.

Some respected him.

Some worshipped him.


No one understood him.


He was too overwhelming, too strong.

It seemed like he had no need for their understanding.


But even a man like that was human.

Because he was human, he had come this far.


"You do. A lot of them."


Sirwen understood Jaehwan now.


He had been alone for a very long time.


"...Really?"


She could not see little Jaehwan's expression as he turned his back.


A lump rose in Sirwen's throat as she looked at him.


Though she knew it was impossible, she could not help thinking of a question. She had to ask it.


Without realizing it, she wrapped her arms tightly around little Jaehwan from behind.


"What are you doing?"


Little Jaehwan's steel pipe stopped for a moment.


"Will you come with me? Let's leave this place together."


"Together...?"


"Yes."


Sirwen was sorry.


Even if she did not know what she was sorry for, she wanted to say it. She wanted to apologize to this boy on behalf of everyone who should have apologized to him.


"Come with me."


She could not tell him there was a better world than this one.


Most worlds were like this planet.

The strong oppressed the weak, and the majority controlled the minority.


Everyone became an adult.


"No."


The child answered from within that world of adults.


"I have to stay here."


The courage to choose his own world.


His words pierced her so deeply that Sirwen felt as if the whole world had come crashing down. His eyes were so resolute, so unwavering.


Looking into them, Sirwen realized it.


Jaehwan's mother had been right.


That story was not a lie.


The Little Prince had not given up on this world yet.


The child told the adult who could not leave the world behind.


"Hurry and go."


Sirwen felt like she was about to cry.


Why did that small back look so large?

It was as if she were the child instead.


"Okay. I'm going."


Sirwen stepped forward without hesitation.


It was her job. What she had to do to protect this child.


The stainless steel pipe struck with the quick, cheerful rhythm of a waltz. Perhaps that was why this parting did not feel like a parting.


As she looked back at the little boy running toward his own world, Sirwen thought she would tell Jaehwan this child's story. When he became unbearably lonely, when he looked as though he could not endure any longer, she would tell him this child's story.


Goodbye, little prince.


Then her vision overturned.


* * *


Time slowed.


For a moment, the world seemed to warp. Then Sirwen found herself merging into the Memory Canal. Riding its current, she headed toward her own body.


I should give up on my godfather's memory.


It was a terrible shame, but she did not dare wander through that universe again. There was no guarantee that she would not fall into 《Uncanny》 once more. Besides, she had no idea how time passed between reality and 《Uncanny》.


Still, I gained something. I think I can make a good tower when I return.


She had not found Mulack's memory, but her standing as a Dream Demon had risen by a level.


I should join the expedition. I can hear the Godfather's story later.


She squeezed the red memory fragment in her hand.


Come to think of it, I never checked what this memory was.


It was the memory fragment that had fallen into 《Uncanny》 with her.


She had heard that red memories were urgent. Curiosity suddenly flaring up, she stroked the memory fragment.


Part of the memory flowed into Sirwen.


This is...?


To her surprise, the fragment contained a record of Mulack. It was a memory of someone Mulack had met just before entering the 《Abyss》.


The Calamity of Chaos, the Sole King.


...Sole King Catastrophe?


Sirwen silently read the memory.


+


[Information]


Name: Sole King Catastrophe.

Title: The first Awakened One. Calamity of Chaos. King of the Dead.

Estimated Combat Power: Impossible to measure.

Description: Sealed by the Strange Factory created by the 「Masters」 around the birth of Chaos.

Notable Characteristics: Descent of the Dead, Void Sword.


+


Why was this memory red?


She could not understand Jaehwan's true intentions.


It was true that they had to meet Catastrophe to enter the 《Abyss》, but they did not necessarily have to fight him. An Adapter of Lord-class or an Awakened One who had completed a Unique World already qualified to enter the 《Abyss》.


No, Catastrophe was not even an existence one could fight. No one in 《Chaos》 could stand against him, not even the Lords...


Wait, could it be?


Several of Jaehwan's actions that she had not understood overlapped at once, and her scattered suspicions became one.


The current accelerated until it became the speed of light.


She felt her consciousness shattering.


Oh no. I have to stop that.


Praying that she was not too late, Sirwen lost consciousness.


Yet Sirwen woke two weeks later.


By then, Jaehwan had already encountered Sole King Catastrophe.
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Ninth Zone, Darkness's Ancient Palace.


A grim atmosphere hung over the hall as Cowardly Lord Laika barely managed to finish his report, struggling to conceal his trembling breath.


After some time, someone spoke.


"I see. So that is what happened."


The tone revealed nothing. Afraid a furious rebuke would come at any moment, Laika hunched his shoulders. This incident warranted one. He had even considered running away rather than reporting everything.


First Warlord, Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.

Seventeenth Warlord, Typhoon Lord Kanael.

Twenty-first Warlord, Silent Lord Magito.


There were also around fifteen Lieutenant Generals, including the Five Dragon Brothers, who together were worth one Warlord. Whenever Laika thought of them one by one, the situation still did not feel real.


Three Warlords and ten Lieutenant Generals were a force no Lord in the 《Great Realm》 could afford to disregard.


What was more, Samyeong Garam, the First Warlord, was only called a Warlord. In truth, he was an Adapter with the combat power of a General. A highest-stage Adapter, of whom there were said to be fewer than a hundred in all the 《Great Realm》. That was Samyeong Garam.


And he had died. In 《Chaos》, of all places.


How could that be possible?


"...So Garam is gone."


Laika lowered his head even further, afraid his eyes might meet the man's.


Not every Lord was equal. To Laika, the man before him, formally the Ninth Zone’s second General, was effectively the zone’s second-in-command.


The 《Great Realm》 called him by the following epithet.


Darkness's Strategist.


Though Lord of Darkness Jerome had countless strategists, whenever the word "strategist" was spoken, every being in the 《Great Realm》 thought only of this man.


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun.


The second General of the Ninth Zone and the eldest young master of the Samyeong Great Family. He was the Black Shadow Strategist, Samyeong Hun. He was also known as the older brother of Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


"That child was always going to leave like that."


"..."


"How was his end? Did he look happy?"


"Y-yes, he did."


Laika answered, trembling in fear.


"Raise your head."


Like an obedient dog, Cowardly Lord Laika raised his head. He did not want to meet Samyeong Hun's eyes, but he had no choice.


Like most of the Sa Clan, Samyeong Hun was a handsome man with fine features. Still, handsome was not enough to describe him. The pressure Laika felt simply by meeting his gaze. The fathomless depth behind those eyes.


Shuddering, Laika realized it.


This man was a true Lord.


Without thinking, Laika compared Jaehwan to Samyeong Hun.


The combat power Laika had seen from Jaehwan was truly beyond the heavens, but even Jaehwan stood several levels beneath Samyeong Hun. Their very stature was different at a glance.


Cowardly Lord Laika curled his thumb tightly into his fist.


He would not kill me... right?


Though the Cowardly Lord held the rank of Lieutenant General, every Lord was a valuable asset. Surely he would not be killed.


Yet there were many things in the world more painful than death.


Meeting Samyeong Hun's eyes was one of them.


Every Lord who had faced Samyeong Hun likely felt the same way.


Eyes that gave no hint of what he was thinking.


Laika slowly lowered his head. If he kept meeting that gaze, the fear of an uncertain future would drive him mad.


Then Samyeong Hun spoke.


"A few days ago, I took a brief trip to the 《Root》. I wanted to escape this tiresome land, if only for a moment."


...The Root?


At the abrupt change of topic, Laika pricked up his ears without realizing it.


"I had high expectations after hearing it was a World the Dream Demons kept carefully hidden away. It certainly lived up to its reputation. I never imagined such a world existed."


Laika desperately racked his brain.


Was this trip some kind of metaphor?


Was Samyeong Hun telling him to accept a distant assignment?


No, that was a leap.


Why would a Lord who was not even a Cultivator be sent to the Root?


No matter how he thought about it, this had nothing to do with the current matter.


Could he be forgiving me?


If Samyeong Hun was a strategist whose thoughts no one could read, perhaps he could forgive Laika for equally unknowable reasons. Belated self-justification seized Laika's mind.


That's right. This was not something I could have handled from the start.


Who could have known that a mere Product would be so powerful?


Samyeong Hun was considered the greatest strategist even within the strategist family of the Samyeong Great Family. He must have accounted for something so trivial long ago.


Samyeong Hun continued.


"I brought that back as a souvenir."


He pointed toward the entrance of the room.


Sure enough, a work of art hung there, just as Samyeong Hun had said. Laika focused his vision on the unfamiliar painting.


...What in the world is that?


It depicted a black, crooked shape against a beige background. Beneath the object was a sentence Laika could not understand.


Ceci n'est pas une pipe.


It was writing not used in the 《Great Realm》.


"Isn't it wonderful?"


"You have truly excellent taste!"


Laika decided to praise it first.


After all, it was a work Samyeong Hun liked. There was no harm in praising his taste.


"I have never seen such a style before. The skill is truly astonishing... Even the Dream Demons of the Great Realm would have to learn from it."


Laika tried not to make his voice sound exaggerated. Exaggeration tended to sound theatrical.


It seems the Lord has no eye for paintings.


In truth, it was difficult to call it a wonderful painting. The brushwork was ordinary, and it did not appear to have taken much effort.


"The reason this work is exceptional is not its style."


"Y-yes? Then..."


At the sight of the Black Shadow Strategist shaking his head, Laika's heart sank.


"What do you think that painting depicts?"


Laika wondered if this was some kind of test.


He stared at the painting again and again. Perhaps because he was nervous, sweat kept running into his eyes.


"Could it be... a tobacco pipe?"


Laika asked uncertainly. He had once seen a few Lords with old-fashioned tastes put tobacco into similar objects and smoke it.


Fortunately, his answer seemed roughly correct.


"Correct. More precisely, it is an object that looks like a tobacco pipe."


Not a tobacco pipe, but an object that looked like one.


The strange nuance in that distinction made Laika uneasy.


"Laika. Then can you read what is written at the bottom of the work?"


"My apologies, but not that far..."


Samyeong Hun silently pressed a hand through the air.


A moment later, the writing on the piece was translated and floated before them.


Ceci n'est pas une pipe

This is not a pipe.


Laika doubted his own eyes. It showed a pipe, yet claimed it was not a pipe. What was that supposed to mean?


Samyeong Hun murmured, sounding amused.


"Isn't it truly remarkable?"


"Y-yes..."


"It depicts an obvious pipe, then denies that pipe. How could anyone come up with such an idea?"


Laika could not understand a word of that nonsense.


"Do you truly think that painting is a pipe?"


"Yes, but..."


"No, that is not a pipe."


"Pardon?"


"It is only a painting that looks like a pipe."


For a moment, Laika was speechless.


"Isn't that strange? We call it a pipe. It has none of a pipe's texture, and it is a painting that cannot hold tobacco or be smoked. Yet we look at it and say, 'Oh? That is a pipe!' Isn't that truly strange?"


Thinking about it, he was right.


It was only a painting of a pipe.


Laika nodded belatedly.


"Y-yes! That is true!"


"But when you think about it, this painting is not the only case. There are countless pipes in the world, and every one of them looks different. Yet we call them all by the same name, pipe. That is... quite strange, isn't it?"


"It is strange!"


"If you keep thinking about it, you eventually reach a question. What exactly is a 'real pipe'? Does such a thing truly exist?"


Laika blankly stared at the painting of the pipe.


I see. That was why it was a pipe, yet also something that was not a pipe.


As Laika barely understood that, he could not hide the growing sense of dread within him.


Was this really a story about pipes?


Samyeong Hun continued.


"It truly is an exceptional work. It is an idea difficult for Adapters living within the System to conceive."


Laika nodded without meaning to, though he still did not grasp it.


What was a pipe?


No, what was essence?


He understood that the work held such meaning.


But what did that change?


"Yes, you understand the true value of that work now."


"Yes. It truly is an exceptional work."


Samyeong Hun nodded with satisfaction.


"You have some understanding of art."


"T-thank you."


"Then it is your turn to answer now, Laika."


"Yes?"


The dread was rapidly swelling.


"Looking at that painting, one question came to mind."


"What question...?"


"What exactly is a Lord?"


It was impossible to tell whether he was talking to himself or asking a question.


Samyeong Hun looked at Laika without saying anything for a while. Laika soon realized the question had been directed at him.


"A being more dignified, sublime, and noble than anyone else in this land."


"Really? Is that so?"


"Yes."


"Dignity, Sublimity, nobility... Fine words, but..."


A silence fell.


"What exactly do those words refer to?"


"...Pardon?"


"Do they refer to Freezing Lord Vargas, standing over there?"


The Black Shadow Strategist's finger pointed toward Freezing Lord Vargas, who stood at the edge of the room.


"Or do they refer to White-Haired Lord Mashia, standing by the entrance?"


Samyeong Hun's finger pointed toward White-Haired Lord Mashia, who stood near the room's entrance.


"Or do they refer to me?"


Lastly, Samyeong Hun pointed to himself.


Laika had no idea what was happening, but he knew something had gone terribly wrong. Under crushing pressure that seemed to shatter both body and mind, he barely forced out his voice.


"Y-yes. Th-that is correct."


"I see. So that is what a Lord is."


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun smiled.


It was a devilish smile.


"Then what are you?"


Laika's breath caught in his throat.


"Are you also a Lord?"


How should he answer?


Laika did not know.


"You could not even destroy a single Product. You returned after losing all of your Companions, around fifteen of them. Are you also one of us Lords, dignified, sublime, and noble?"


"Th-that..."


He could not answer.


How could he?


If he claimed he was one of the Lords, he would damage the dignity of every other Lord. If he claimed he was not a Lord, he would trample the honor of the Lords himself.


There was only one possible answer to this question.


Laika looked up at Samyeong Hun with pitiful eyes.


Then he understood everything.


I see.


From the moment he entered this room, everything had already been decided.


A question whose answer could only be deferred.


Having given up on everything, Laika quietly closed his eyes.


* * *


A short while later, Samyeong Hun scratched his chin as he looked at Laika, who had been rammed into a canvas with his neck horribly cut.


"『This Is Not a Lord』 would be a good title. What do you think?"


"It is excellent."


Freezing Lord Vargas, who had watched the entire scene from beginning to end, bowed his head. Perhaps accustomed to such things, Vargas did not so much as blink at the brutal sight.


Samyeong Hun smiled and asked.


"Where are they now?"


"Since the Narrow Gate has closed, their exact location is unknown. Still, it is estimated that they have reached the Strange Factory by now."


"The Abyss is right before them."


Samyeong Hun made a quiet humming sound.


"Prepare for an expedition. Summon the Fifth General and the Sixth General."


"Calling Generals requires our lord's permission. Is that all right?"


"Darkness is busy. Do not trouble Darkness with every little matter."


"Understood."


Once the Lords left, Samyeong Hun hummed as he looked over his display case.


It held souvenirs he had brought from World 294.


There were masterpieces by great artists and comic books. He could even see game consoles and various electronic devices. Samyeong Hun walked along, examining each souvenir carefully.


After some time, he stopped before the final souvenir he had brought from World 294.


The real reason he had gone to World 294 was this final souvenir.


A living, breathing body.


A gaunt face. Pale lips.


The body of a man lay there, malnutrition evident after what seemed to have been a long sleep. It was a body Samyeong Hun had barely managed to obtain after bribing the Dream Demons of the Association with an enormous sum.


"The courage to die. Those are good words."


A chilling voice broke the still silence.


Black Shadow Lord Samyeong Hun smiled.


"Shall I see whether you have that much courage too?"


It was then that Freezing Lord Vargas, who had seemed to leave, barged back into the office.


Samyeong Hun was irritated at having his private time interrupted.


"I told you not to disturb me when I am alone."


"Strategist, my apologies, but there is something I failed to ask..."


"What is it?"


"As I mentioned, the Narrow Gate is closed. May I ask how you intend to cross into 《Chaos》?"


You came back just to ask that?


Samyeong Hun gave a small laugh.


"That bastard said it himself, did he not? If we have the courage to die, we can come capture him whenever we want."


"Pardon?"


Even the supposedly cold-headed Freezing Lord's eyes wavered at that moment.


"Surely..."


"We should do as he said. What else can we do?"


Samyeong Hun's expression was cold.


Mighty spiritual power gathered at his fingertips.


The price of interrupting his rest was steep.


"You will do nicely as the first."
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「According to known records, Catastrophe is the being, or phenomenon, that possesses the most ‘titles’ in all of 《Great Realm》. Its many names include: the first Awakened One. The Sole King of Chaos. The Calamity of Chaos. Gatekeeper of the Abyss. Master of the Deadmans. The Ruined God. The Eternal Penitent...」


Mulack Armelt, from 『Record of the Abyss』


* * *


Three weeks after the Rebirth War ended.


Jaehwan and the 「Abyss Expedition」 arrived at the Strange Factory, known as the ‘Entrance to the Abyss.’


“So this is it.”


Jaehwan muttered as he looked at the distant structure.


Through Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』, Jaehwan had gained at least a rough understanding of this place.


Strange Factory.


The final gateway to the 《Abyss》.


The factory was a colossal hemispherical structure encircling the 《Palace of the Dead》, the residence of Catastrophe, the Sole King.


“Everyone, halt!”


Yulhen and Cayman, who had been escorting Jaehwan from behind, each gathered their forces.


Looking over the assembled troops, Jaehwan thought,


...There are too many.


There were nearly three thousand of them in total.


He had repeatedly told them that not everyone who came along could go to the 《Abyss》, yet this many remained.


“There’s no rule saying the weak can’t participate, is there?”


The Abyss Expedition had been 《Chaos》’s long-held dream. Nobody was in any mood to listen simply because someone tried to stop them.


It was a troublesome situation.


And the woman he actually needed to bring along was in that state.


Jaehwan glanced at Sirwen, who was slung over Cheongheo’s back.


He had decided some time ago to include her in the expedition. Sirwen’s disposition and character had not factored into it at all. He was bringing her because she was useful. Dream Demons were a species with many uses.


The problem was that she had rushed at him, saying she would perform some Squeeze or other, then promptly collapsed. She still had not regained consciousness.


Cheongheo met Jaehwan’s eyes and twisted his mouth.


“...What exactly did you do with this woman in that locked room?”


Cheongheo had clearly gotten the wrong idea, but explaining himself would have been tiresome.


Yulhen, who had finished inspecting the troops beside them, spoke.


“Fortress Lord, will you enter immediately?”

“I told you, I’m no longer the Fortress Lord.”

“You will always be the Fortress Lord to me.”


Yulhen’s voice was firm.


Jaehwan’s expression tightened slightly.


“I’m only saying this in case you were wondering, but don’t expect me to play nursemaid for you.”

“Of course. I understand.”


The voice was colder than usual, yet those were words that needed to be said. Yulhen pressed their lips together.


Jaehwan would soon leave 《Chaos》.


From now on, 《Chaos》 would have to handle 《Chaos》’s affairs itself.


Kiiiiing.


The front hangar doors of the Strange Factory began opening all at once. Mechanical noises burst out from every direction, along with the cries of Horned Beasts that filled the sky.


A strange light flickered in Jaehwan’s eyes.


It has begun.


Inside the darkness beyond the hangars, container conveyor belts spun in circles.


Horned Beasts of all sizes began walking out one by one. Most were One-Horned Beasts, but Four-Horned Beasts and Five-Horned Beasts appeared from time to time. An industrial stench seeped from the bodies of the Horned Beasts emerging in droves.


Even putting aside the smell, it was an incredible sight.


The Horned Beasts crawling from the hangars gathered in groups of ten or twenty, then grew into hordes of hundreds. Red and blue Horned Beasts surged forward like countless tributaries joining into one flood.


It was truly spectacular.


Some people, forgetting that their lives were in danger, could only gasp in awe.


“To think this was where Horned Beasts came from...”


Horned Beasts.


Mysterious animals that wandered 《Chaos》, their strength determined by the number of horns they possessed. Their horns, hides, and meat were all treasures, with nothing to waste.


The Strange Factory was the birthplace of those Horned Beasts.


Every Horned Beast wandering 《Chaos》 was created here, in this 「Strange Factory」.


That must have been the sense of discomfort Jaehwan had felt when he used 「Crafting」 on a Horned Beast’s horn at Meikal’s workshop.


The 「Masters」 built this factory.


Jaehwan recalled what Cheongheo had explained before they arrived.


This ‘factory,’ which absorbed energy from the 《Tree of Illusion》 to mass-produce Horned Beasts, had been built to restrain the Deadmans, Catastrophe’s army.


In other words, this factory was the source that maintained 《Chaos》’s ecosystem.


“Everyone, prepare for battle!”


At Cayman’s order, the expedition’s formation changed. Some immediately drew their swords as if they had been waiting for this.


“Ahem! It’s been a while since I changed weapons!”


The Hall Masters, including Kang Hwang of Fire King Hall, spoke excitedly.


It was understandable. Quite a few of the charging Horned Beasts were Four-Horned Beasts or stronger.


Horned Beast horns could be processed into medicine that reduced contamination, but their most efficient use was still as weapons. Not only were their horns exceptionally durable, they became ‘lethal weapons’ against 《Chaos》’s Deadmans.


There was no need to say more when it came to horns from Four-Horned Beasts or stronger.


Clang, clang, clang!


The sounds of weapons rang out from all directions. Countless skills erupted with explosive force.


Before the fearsome charge of the Horned Beasts, the expedition did not give an inch. Jaehwan and the Awakened Ones picked out only the dangerous Horned Beasts above Four-Horned Beast grade and cut them down.


「Garnak’s Majesty」.


The unique skill embedded in Dokbul’s scabbard also shone.


When Garnak’s Majesty activated, the low-grade Horned Beasts trembled and opened a path.


Only special Horned Beasts refused to retreat. Every one of them was worth a fortune. Some even appeared equal or superior to Dokbul’s scabbard.


Five-Horned Beast Garnak.


A named Horned Beast resembling a wolf.


They were the very creatures Jaehwan had happened to hunt shortly after arriving in 《Chaos》.


Yet there was not just one or two Garnaks.


There were enough to call them a pack. At the center stood an enormous Garnak, several times larger than the others. It stood well over ten meters tall. Eight horns protruded menacingly from its head.


Someone shouted.


“An Eight-Horned Beast!”


Horned Beasts above Five-Horned Beast grade were rarely found in 《Chaos》, and even when they were found, hunting them was not easy. The more horns a Horned Beast had, the greater the variation in its combat power. By the time they reached Seven-Horned Beast grade, they possessed truly terrifying strength.


At that point, even Adapters of the same grade could barely hunt them. Known records said that confronting a single Seven-Horned Beast required at least three seventh-stage Adapters.


Yet what stood before them was an Eight-Horned Beast.


Graaaargh!


With one roar, the nearby Five-Horned Beasts tumbled through the dust.


At that level, even a Lieutenant General-class Lord would have difficulty facing it.


Yet none of the expedition members looked afraid. If anything, they looked as though an entertaining spectacle had appeared.


The Eight-Horned Beast Garnak’s whiskers twitched in confusion.


Had it ever encountered humans like these?


The Eight-Horned Beast Garnak glared at the expedition members one by one. Finally, its gaze settled on Jaehwan, more precisely, on Jaehwan’s scabbard.


Grrrrrr.


It was a clear expression of fury.


With a roar from Garnak, countless Garnaks charged toward the expedition.


“Fortress Lord, I will take that one.”

“No, please allow me to take it!”


Cayman and Karlton drew their swords, competing to move first.


“You brats, don’t you know respect for your elders?”


Cheongheo, who had stepped forward a beat later, joined them.


Until now, he had held back for the sake of appearances, but an Eight-Horned Beast was an opponent worth fighting. It would be a suitable test of strength, and more than anything, he coveted the reward.


A weapon made from an Eight-Horned Beast’s horns.


Who would not want that?


Yet someone moved before all of them.


It was Jaehwan.


“Fortress Lord! That is unfair!”


Normally, Jaehwan would not have cared whether it was an Eight-Horned Beast or a Nine-Horned Beast. Yet there was a reason he endured the trouble and drew his sword first.


Hummm!


Dokbul kept crying out, thrilled to have met Horned Beasts.


Garnaks screamed relentlessly. As Dokbul cut down the Five-Horned Beasts, it swallowed their horns by the handful.


Crunch!


Each time Dokbul swung, more than ten Five-Horned Beasts were sent flying into the air at once.


It must have been hungry.


Dokbul had been damaged so severely during the battle against Samyeong Garam, the Dark Fragrance Lord, that it was nearly broken in half. If Dokbul had not been a spirit weapon capable of regenerating its own wounds, it would have been better to forge a new sword.


It was about time for its second evolution.


According to Meikal, spirit weapons underwent Great Evolution three times in total. Each Great Evolution explosively increased their inherent durability and performance.


Jaehwan had stepped forward to hunt the Eight-Horned Beast in order to hasten Dokbul’s Great Evolution. At its current durability, Dokbul would not be enough to face the enemies ahead.


Hummm.


As though it understood Jaehwan’s intentions, Dokbul’s blade gradually gained a sheen.


As the Five-Horned Beasts guarding it were thrown aside indiscriminately, the Eight-Horned Beast Garnak grew even more vicious. At the same time, it became more cautious.


It had realized that the human before it was no ordinary opponent.


After just a few Stabs, Garnak’s balance was already faltering.


After suffering an unexpected blow, the Eight-Horned Beast Garnak’s momentum changed sharply.


Gwooooor!


Powerful spiritual power particles gathered in Garnak’s mouth.


The unique ability used by Horned Beasts above Seven-Horned Beast grade.


Breath.


The condensed spiritual power exploded toward the ground.


This time, it was not an attack the expedition members could easily shrug off. Several who had been watching from nearby swiftly retreated dozens of meters.


Yet some Awakened Ones, including Cayman, remained where they stood.


Cheongheo had started to step back, but seeing them, he returned to his place.


“Damn it, you brats are all too proud for your own good...”

“Haha, Divine Doctor. It is not only because of our pride.”


The one who replied was Yoon Yong, Hall Master of Thunder God Hall.


Cheongheo frowned and asked,


“Then why?”

“Because this may be a sight we will never see again.”


Everyone there understood what he meant.


It was something they had all thought about, though they had tried to turn away from it.


The 「Abyss Expedition」 would soon depart.


And Jaehwan had not yet chosen which expedition members he would take to the 《Abyss》. How many of them would truly be able to follow him...?


“Heh heh, it seems everyone is getting anxious.”


Cheongheo laughed triumphantly.


At his innocent certainty that he would obviously be chosen, everyone gave bitter smiles. At times like this, it was difficult to believe Cheongheo was really twelve hundred years old.


Then Cheongheo’s gaze settled on someone.


“But why do you look so grim?”


The person the Divine Doctor was looking at was Cayman.


No one in the expedition had earned Jaehwan’s trust more than Cayman. Yet even Cayman did not look pleased.


“Don’t worry. I don’t know about the others, but won’t the Fortress Lord definitely take you?”


Even at Cheongheo’s encouragement, Cayman could only give a weak smile.


Something about Cayman’s sorrowful expression puzzled Cheongheo. Just as he was about to speak again, a flash of light exploded before them.


Those worried about 《Chaos》’s future.


Those concerned over who would be selected for the 「Abyss Expedition」.


For this moment, all of them forgot their own worries.


Kwooooooong.


The herd of Horned Beasts split apart beneath the ray of light. Darkness showed through the cracks in the world.


It was power that made every being in 《Chaos》 hold their breath.


It was a sublime realm of martial prowess.


“It is incredible, no matter how many times I see it.”

“...I have no choice but to admit it.”


The Eight-Horned Beast’s Breath was torn apart in midair. Nearby Five-Horned Beasts that were only grazed by fragments of the flash were shredded apart without even having time to scream.


World Stab.


The technique truly suited its grandiose name.


Everyone watched the sight with the same thought.


So this was an Awakened One who had opened Creation.


The Eight-Horned Beast’s body exploded miserably.


With a cracking sound, the broken horns of the Eight-Horned Beast flew through the air. Dokbul did not miss the chance. It caught every horn and crunched them down.


Crunch, crunch.


The crunch conveyed just how satisfying the texture was.


The surroundings were already beginning to settle. The Horned Beasts that had charged in without fear now crawled away trembling. The Eight-Horned Beast Garnak, all its horns broken, writhed in pain as it lowered its body to the ground.


Jaehwan approached the Eight-Horned Beast to finish it.


Then a voice rang out from inside the Strange Factory.


[Release Garniak.]


The voice sounded like iron scraping against iron.


Then came voices that sounded as though minerals of varying hardness were striking one another.


[Remarkable human. A Lord’s presence. Cannot be felt.]

[It has been a very long time since we have seen someone drive Garniak that far.]

[Hmph. Do not get carried away just because you crushed a few mass-produced goods.]


Since when had they been there?


Three powerful Spiritual Pressures stood atop the Strange Factory, radiating terrifying force.


Their bodies were not as massive as Garniak’s. In fact, their builds were close to human.


Still, they were undeniably Horned Beasts.


Anyone who saw them could easily understand that fact.


Ten horns protruded from their heads.


Ten Horns.


Several expedition members gasped.


“My God... They really existed.”


Jaehwan’s eyes had narrowed as well.


So these were them.


The Strange Factory had been created to seal the 《Palace of the Dead》 of Catastrophe, the Sole King, at the entrance to the Abyss.


According to the 『Record of the Abyss』 Mulack left behind, a total of four ‘humanoid Horned Beasts’ existed within this Strange Factory.


「They possessed the aura of Horned Beasts, yet they were not Horned Beasts. Each was as powerful as a Lord and possessed wisdom equal to that of sages. Apostles of a ruined god, summoned from the 《Abyss》 according to a contract with the 「Masters」...」


Only three stood before them.


It seemed one had not come out.


“So you finally showed yourselves, you damned 「Factory Masters」.”


Cheongheo’s voice, as if he were chewing the words, rang through the air.
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Three 「Factory Masters」 stood there, watching the expedition with relaxed expressions.


They were the apex of the Horned Beasts of 《Chaos》.

Beings called the rulers of all Horned Beasts.


A few expedition members quietly took several steps back.


The timing was bad.


They had slaughtered hundreds of Horned Beasts, and had even ground the Eight-Horned Beast Garnak to pieces. If things went wrong, a fight could break out.


Each Factory Master, with ten horns growing from its body, possessed an aura comparable to an upper-tier Warlord. So no matter how formidable the expedition members were, they could not afford to relax this time.


If Jaehwan stepped in, they were not opponents he could not handle, but they were far beyond the expedition members. If a clash broke out, it would be a fight that could not avoid bloodshed.


“There is no need to fight. I do not find them very agreeable either, but the 「Factory Masters」 are not enemies.”


Cheongheo was the one who cut through the ominous atmosphere.


Cheongheo had already met the Factory Masters nine hundred years ago, so he knew their temperaments well.

It did not take long for the Factory Masters’ expressions to prove that Cheongheo was right.


Rather than angry, they looked intrigued.


[It has been a while. Are you the ones trying to go to the 《Abyss》?]


The blunt voice belonged to a Factory Master with the build of an adult man, its entire body wrapped in cold silver metal.


[Human. Courage. Admirable.]


The one who spoke next in broken phrases was a Factory Master with the build of a boy, its entire body covered in bronze-colored metal.


[Hmph, even so, it is only a human.]


The last to speak was the female-form Factory Master standing beside the boy. This Factory Master, with the curved build of an adult woman, was covered from head to toe in a metal-like substance just like the other two. It was only after seeing that Factory Master that Jaehwan realized “copper skin” could be literal rather than figurative.


The Factory Masters’ gazes soon focused on a single person.


[It is you.]


They carefully looked Jaehwan over from head to toe, then slowly continued.


[Come inside. The High Factory Master is waiting.]


* * *


A little later, Jaehwan, Cheongheo, and Karlton were inside the Strange Factory. Originally, everyone had tried to enter, but the Factory Masters had refused so firmly that there was no helping it.


[Only you are permitted. The rest may not enter.]


Even that was only because they had originally permitted Jaehwan alone, but Jaehwan had pressed the issue until the Factory Masters had no choice but to allow more people in.


His attitude made it clear that if they did not allow it, he would fight them right there, so the Factory Masters had no choice.


“Damn it, I’m jealous!”

“Hey, Karlton! Don’t go off with the Fortress Lord like that. You hear me?”


The voices of the Hall Masters boomed from the entrance. When Jaehwan glanced back, Cayman was looking this way with a strangely forlorn face.

Seeing that, Cheongheo muttered,


“Why did that brat Cayman say he would not come along? Even the Factory Masters gave permission... Hey, kid. Got any idea?”


Jaehwan only glanced at Cheongheo and did not answer. But Cheongheo had watched Jaehwan for a long time, and from that glance alone, he could sense something. Whenever Jaehwan played dumb like that, it meant he had something in mind.


“What is it now, what are you planning this time?”

“There is something only he can do.”

“Only Cayman?”

“He alone can do it.”


For a moment, a hurt look passed over Cheongheo’s face. It had sounded as though Jaehwan was saying the old man could not do it.


“What on earth is th...”


Cheongheo’s voice faded beneath the machinery echoing from every direction.


Whiiiiiing.


A great number of particle printers were frantically scattering particle waves as they shaped the skeletons of Horned Beasts yet to be born.

Skeleton fabrication. It was the first stage of Horned Beast production. Among the Horned Beasts whose skeletons had already been completed, some were being sent straight into the second stage.

When a generous amount of particle waves for the outer-skin process was sprayed into the air, the soft hide unique to Horned Beasts soon began to form in rippling waves. Those precious Horned Beast hides were being produced in an instant.


“Amazing. To think all those Horned Beasts were being made this way...”


Karlton spoke in an awed voice.

Anyone would have been impressed.

Before long, the group had reached the place where the third stage was underway. The Horned Beasts that had even completed the ego infusion process now gave off such presence that it would not have been wrong to call them living creatures. Whether viewed from the outside or cut open to see within, they were so vivid that at a glance no one would think them machines. From their specially manufactured skeletons and hides to their programmed instincts.

Perfect biological weapons produced from beginning to end by the manufacturing process of the Strange Factory. It was a sight that showed just how extraordinary the factory’s technology was.


Soon after, another massive Horned Beast appeared from deeper inside the factory. It was the Eight-Horned Beast that had fiercely fought Jaehwan earlier. One-Horned Beasts in charge of transport were straining as they moved while supporting Garnak’s huge body.


Boom.


At last, Garnak’s body was placed atop a gigantic process platform. Small Horned Beasts in charge of repairs appeared from all sides and began taking Garnak apart for inspection.


Grrrr...


Garnak was looking toward Jaehwan with mournful eyes. It was then that the small 「Factory Master」 walking beside Jaehwan spoke.


[Guest. Strong one. Long time.]


A child-sized Factory Master covered entirely in bronze.


[Me. Product name. JOHNIAC. You. Name. What.]


“Jaehwan.”


[Me. JOHNIAC. You. Jaehwan.]


The child Factory Master’s way of speaking gave the impression that a screw was missing somewhere.


Looking toward the groaning Garnak, it said,


[Garniak. Precious. Product. If broken. Bad. Once. Ten years. Produce.]


It seemed the name Garniak referred to the Eight-Horned Beast Garnak.


“Made only once every ten years?”


[Ten. Years. Once. Hard. To make.]


Jaehwan understood JOHNIAC’s meaning.


Well, a Horned Beast on the level of an Eight-Horned Beast would not be easy to create. If creatures of this level were overflowing everywhere, Chaos would have been torn to pieces long ago.

No, rather, considering the vast history of 《Chaos》, it was strange that Eight-Horned Beasts were this rare. Even if only one were made every ten years, that would still mean a hundred in a thousand years.

As though it had anticipated that question, JOHNIAC said the following.


[Flood. Nether Ghost Envoys. Garniak. Heavy losses.]


“Nether Ghost Envoys?”


[Nether Ghost Envoys. Strange Factory. Trespass.]


It sounded like a code, but Jaehwan had little trouble understanding what it meant.


“You fought the Nether Ghost Envoys too?”


[Fought. Won.]


Judging by JOHNIAC’s words, the aftermath of the Nether Ghost Envoys being mass-produced in Geumcheon Hall not long ago had reached even the Strange Factory. It seemed the factory’s Eight-Horned Beasts and the Nether Ghost Envoys had clashed somewhere.


I see. If there are four of these things, then of course Geumcheon Hall’s Nether Ghost Envoys would be no match for them.


Jaehwan looked over little JOHNIAC’s exterior and thought.

It was below the Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam, whom he had fought back then. But it was clearly above the Typhoon Lord and the Silence Lord. If they all charged him at once, even Jaehwan would find them difficult to handle.

Karlton seemed to have noticed that as well and spoke.


“I had heard that you were apostles of a god once famed in the 《Abyss》, but seeing you in person, you are even more impressive.”


[You. Know. About. Us.]


“I know a little.”


[What.]


“Are you not apostles of Deus, the god of the great machine?”


[Hmph, it seems the fools of Chaos these days hear too much for their own good.]


The one who replied thickly to Karlton’s words was the copper-skinned female-form Factory Master walking at the front of the group.


[Come to think of it, you seem familiar. Are you not that old man from nine hundred years ago?]


It seemed IAS had recognized Cheongheo.

When their gazes met, Cheongheo’s expression tightened slightly.


[You are stubborn. After going through all that, you still plan to climb again?]

[Do not be rude, IAS. They are guests of the High Factory Master.]


The male-form Factory Master leading the way spoke in a hard voice.


[What, that old man and that blond are guests too?]

[For now.]

[Tch.]


The female-form Factory Master called IAS closed its mouth.

Apparently, the male-form Factory Master walking in front held the highest rank among the three. A Factory Master with a sturdy muscular build and silver skin.

Then Jaehwan noticed something. Letters engraved on the back of the Factory Master’s neck. Surprisingly, it was a language Jaehwan could read.


EDSAC.


EDSAC? That name sounds familiar somehow.


Looking more closely, every Factory Master had a string of letters engraved on the back of its neck.

For example, the letters IAS were written on the back of the neck of the female-form one called IAS, and JOHNIAC was written on the back of little JOHNIAC’s neck.

The letters looked less like names and more like product names. They seemed to be labels written so that anyone could read them with ease.


How strange. These things look more like machines than the Horned Beasts do.


Unlike the other Horned Beasts, which used elaborate machinery to disguise themselves as living beings, the 「Factory Masters」 instead revealed to the whole world that they were machines. They neither hid nor denied that they were machines.

At a glance they resembled humans, but in truth they were beings who had established their identities as complete machines. Beings living at the point where the boundary between living and nonliving became vague.

Thinking about such things made Jaehwan’s head feel slightly tangled.

After that brief exchange, an uncomfortable silence fell again. The only sounds were the footsteps of the Factory Masters and the group.


“How much farther are we going?”


[To where the High Factory Master is.]


Factory Master EDSAC answered in a blunt voice.

The “High Factory Master” they spoke of was probably the final Factory Master that could be read about in 『Record of the Abyss』.

There had been four Factory Masters recorded there in total.

The last one who had not appeared yet would be the High Factory Master.


[We have arrived.]


At EDSAC’s words, the group came to a stop.

A massive door blocked their view. A thoroughly analog-looking door, as if tangled electrical circuits had petrified in place. It was the High Factory Master’s room.


* * *


The High Factory Master, ENIAC.

The giant draped in splendid golden metal introduced itself by that name.


[So it is you. The Awakened One who opened Creation.]


More courteous than the other Factory Masters, it had enough varied expressions and gestures that at first glance one might mistake it for human. But it too was unmistakably a machine.

Still, ENIAC...


“Do you happen to know of a planet called Earth?”


The question, thrown just as they were about to get to the main point, made ENIAC’s huge body pause.


[Earth, you say?]


“It is the name of my homeland. Here they call it World 294.”


At the number 294, ENIAC’s expression changed in a strange way. Looking closely, it even seemed to be smiling. A machine’s smile felt eerie somehow.


[Why do you ask?]


“There were machines there with names similar to yours.”


ENIAC, EDSAC, IAS, and JOHNIAC...

He had thought the names felt familiar, and only now did he remember. Long ago, while studying for a computer-related certification, he had heard names like those.


ENIAC.


It was the name of the first computer made on Earth. That was why Jaehwan thought perhaps they might have some connection to his homeland.

ENIAC closed its eyes for a moment as though thinking something over.


[It is said that the god who made us came from the dimensional 《Peripheral Worlds》. Perhaps that 《Peripheral Worlds》 may be your homeland.]


“A god?”


[That is correct. A god.]


ENIAC tilted its head at the sign that Jaehwan found the word “god” unfamiliar.


[Could it be... that you still do not know much about the 《Abyss》?]


Through 『Record of the Abyss』, Jaehwan had obtained some information about the 《Abyss》. But Mulack’s memories contained many unclear and fragmented parts.

In other words, the information he needed and the information he did not need were broken into pieces without any order.

Taking Jaehwan’s silence as confirmation, ENIAC spoke again.


[To explain simply, the 《Abyss》 is the land of gods.]


The land of gods.


[If the rulers of the 《Great Realm》 are the Lords, then the rulers of the 《Abyss》 are the gods. There are as many gods there as there are Lords, each holding its own territory and competing for power.]


“So they serve the role of Lords?”


[Their roles are similar, but they are different from Lords. Most Lords are ‘Adapters’ of this System. Gods are somewhat different in concept from Adapters.]


Different from Lords and Adapters.

The information in Jaehwan’s head was beginning to fall into place. What he already knew and what he had not known were mixing together, moving toward a single answer.

Jaehwan asked,


“What exactly is a god?”


[If you ask what a god is... Well.]


Perhaps it was a difficult question, because ENIAC, the High Factory Master, remained silent for quite some time. Then again, what could be more contradictory than asking a god’s creation to explain god?

Inside the deeply contemplative ENIAC’s head, countless circuits might well have been screaming by now.

As though helping it along, Jaehwan spoke.


“In the world where I lived, gods were said to be beings that were omniscient and omnipotent.”


[...Omniscient and omnipotent. To possess both at once, that would be a contradictory being.]


Perhaps noticing Jaehwan’s consideration, ENIAC smiled and continued.


[The gods of the Abyss are neither omniscient nor omnipotent. Depending on the circumstances, they may come close to that, but...]


A being that is neither omniscient nor omnipotent.

Then what is a god?

The answer that came from ENIAC’s mouth was utterly unexpected.


[Jaehwan. Let me put it simply. As the creation of a god, I do not possess the language to explain exactly what a god is. But I can at least say with certainty what sort of being is called a god.]


ENIAC, staring at Jaehwan with a strange look in its eyes, slowly opened its mouth.


[Jaehwan, you are a god.]
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“I’m a god?”


[That is correct. You are an Awakened One who has opened Creation.]


ENIAC continued in a tone like someone reading from a programmed dictionary.


[Awakened Ones who open Creation and manifest a Unique World possess qualifications equal to the gods of the 《Abyss》. In some respects, they even surpass them. Unlike the gods, Awakened Ones do not require Vicegerents of their own.]


“...Vicegerents?”


At that moment, part of the information contained within the 『Record of the Abyss』 activated in Jaehwan’s mind.


This happened from time to time. The 『Record of the Abyss』, which was usually scattered about at random, would react to certain keywords and assemble itself into a chain of information like litmus paper.


As Jaehwan read through those memories, he also listened to what ENIAC was saying.


[All gods of the Abyss require Vicegerents. They can never act on their own. Gods are beings who exist by “lending” their worlds to their Vicegerents or Followers.]


Lend their worlds. Jaehwan felt as though he vaguely understood what that meant.


[The more Followers a god has, the greater that god’s power becomes. On the other hand, gods with only a small number of Followers find it difficult to wield their power properly.]


Beings who only manifested after lending the worlds they created to living souls.


Those were the ones called gods in this world.


Jaehwan was reminded of the huge platforms that had ruled the internet back on Earth. Platforms that offered information and playgrounds in exchange for sign-ups. Symbols of capitalism that wielded greater influence the more members they had, to the point of even changing the world’s perceptions.


As he read the information pouring in through the 『Record of the Abyss』, Jaehwan found himself sinking into memories of Earth without realizing it.


[In truth, it is extremely rare for a human soul like yours, Jaehwan-ssi, to attain divinity.]


“Why?”


[Because most gods are Higher Beings who accumulated karma over a long period of time and evolved.]


“Higher Beings?”


[You must know of those who live in the 《Great Realm》 under the title 「Cultivator」.]


Cultivators. How could he not know them?


That was the term for demons or angels who operated the 《Tower of Nightmares》, cultivated Products, and sold those cultivated Products.


Come to think of it, Jaehwan had heard them referred to as “Higher Beings” before.


[They accumulate karma through cultivation. Put simply, you could think of it as a kind of “service score.” Higher Beings who accumulate enough karma points may receive permission from 《Big Brother》 to become independent. Those who become independent in that way and gain a world of their own are what we call “gods.”]


Only then did Jaehwan begin to understand why Beastrein, who had been on the hundredth floor of the Tower, had been so obsessed with cultivation.


So that was why Beastrein had gone that far. To become a god.


But as Jaehwan listened up to that point, he realized there was something very important he had never asked about. Come to think of it, he had heard that word many times, so why had he never asked until now?


Big Brother. A being that even gods needed permission from in order to become “gods.”


Jaehwan had heard the name Big Brother from countless people on the way here. Yet the 『Record of the Abyss』 contained no information on 《Big Brother》 either. No matter how deeply he dug through those memories, he could not get anything to surface about what it was.


Jaehwan decided to take this opportunity to ask about it in detail.


“What exactly is Big Brother?”


The moment they heard that word, all the Factory Masters flinched.


An unexpected silence drifted through the room for a while. The one who broke it was an unexpected person.


“As far as I know, Big Brother is the name of an organization that protects the System...”


Karlton answered while raising his right hand like a model student.


“That is what I know too, but the atmosphere here is rather strange. Am I wrong?”


Cheongheo added his own comment.


They tilted their heads as if they could not understand this heavy silence at all.

ENIAC gave them a bitter smile.


[It makes sense that you would think that. To ordinary humans, ‘Big Brother’ is that kind of existence.]


“So it isn’t?”


[Big Brother is a god. The greatest of gods. The guardian of the System. He is ‘Big Brother.’ I would rather not speak of him any further.]


If metal could hold sorrow, perhaps it would wear exactly that expression. The atmosphere made it impossible to press the matter, so although it was frustrating, Jaehwan had no choice but to leave that name shrouded in mystery for now.


[Big Brother, scary mister~]


That was when the child Factory Master JOHNIAC suddenly started to sing.


[Hide, hide tight~ or your bolts and nuts will show~]

[Stop saying useless things, JOHNIAC!]


EDSAC raised a fist and bonked JOHNIAC on the head. JOHNIAC fell silent.


It was a short little song. Yet it was a song that contained an important clue.

At that moment, Jaehwan felt like he understood a little why they reacted so sensitively to the words “Big Brother.”


[...That JOHNIAC brat.]


ENIAC let out a heavy sigh. Silence settled over the room for a moment, and Jaehwan waited until that silence had risen enough before opening his mouth.


“Did Big Brother kill your god?”


[...]


“Is that why you Apostles of a god are in 《Chaos》 instead of the 《Abyss》?”


[...You truly are an astonishing person in many ways.]


JOHNIAC waddled over toward ENIAC with little groaning noises. ENIAC stroked JOHNIAC’s head and continued.


[As you said, we lost our god to ‘Big Brother.’ That is why we were exiled from the 《Abyss》 and came here.]


At that moment, the 『Record of the Abyss』 poured out information once more.


ENIAC’s words were stimulating something in Mulack’s memories. Jaehwan closed his eyes and focused on the voices reaching him.


-We lost our god.

-But our power still had value, so we were able to make a contract with 《Big Brother》.

-In exchange for surviving, we were made to protect the ecosystem of 《Chaos》.


It was ENIAC’s voice as remembered by Mulack. Nine hundred years ago, Mulack, who had also been heading toward the 《Abyss》, had spoken with them.


-It is infuriating. If only the Colossus, Deus Ex Machina, had remained, we would not have fallen so low...

-Mulack. Please. If it is within your power, please find our Colossus.


The memory ended there.


Jaehwan did not know all the circumstances before and after. But there were a few things he could tell for certain.


They had lost their god. Yet they still had value, which was why they were placed in charge of this Strange Factory and made to oversee the ecosystem of 《Chaos》.


When Jaehwan opened his eyes again, the room had grown even noisier. The topic of 《Big Brother》 seemed to have made them especially sensitive.


[High Factory Master, how long are we going to keep talking only about our story? Let’s get to the point now.]

[Ah, yes. We should.]


The look of loss on ENIAC’s face quickly disappeared, and the first expression returned.


[Jaehwan-ssi, there is only one reason I called you here.]


From the seriousness in ENIAC’s tone, Jaehwan realized that what ENIAC was about to say was the real reason they had called him here.


“What is it?”


[Give up on going to the 《Abyss》.]


“What nonsense is that all of a sudden?”


It was Cheongheo who asked in Jaehwan’s place.

Karlton also chimed in from beside him.


“Could you explain that more simply?”


ENIAC nodded.


[To put it precisely, you are in a situation where you cannot go to the 《Abyss》.]


In the end, Cheongheo grew angry at the way ENIAC kept speaking without giving a clear reason.


“What in the world are you talking about? That is not for you people to decide.”


[Human, your manner of speech is awfully arrogant.]

[Stand down, IAS.]


ENIAC stopped IAS and continued.


[You are correct. It is not something we can decide. What I mean is that the being who can decide that will not permit you.]


There was only one being in 《Chaos》 who could decide who was allowed to enter the 《Abyss》.


“...Are you saying the Sole King is going to stop us?”


The Sole King, Catastrophe. The master of the 《Palace of the Dead》, who resided in the deepest part of the Strange Factory.


[It will not end with merely stopping you. If you are thinking of what happened nine hundred years ago, then I would like to tell you that the situation is a little different now.]


“...”


[You know it too, do you not? Nine hundred years ago, the Sole King was not seriously dealing with you.]


Cheongheo’s eyes shook for an instant.

ENIAC did not miss that opening and drove the point home.


[And back then, you had “him,” did you not?]


Cheongheo thought of the person ENIAC meant.


The only being in the history of 《Chaos》 who had ever tried to stand against the Sole King, Catastrophe.


That was right.


Nine hundred years ago, the expedition had been able to cross into the 《Abyss》 because the dream demon Mulack had been there.


Of course, it was not as if Mulack had defeated Catastrophe through force. No matter how powerful Mulack was, Mulack still could not face the Sole King, Catastrophe.


And it was not only Mulack. Even the Lords of the twelve zones could not face the Sole King in 《Chaos》.


That was the kind of being the Sole King was.


There had been some sort of deal back then.


Cheongheo’s eyes turned distant as he reflected on that time.

His memory was not exact, but Mulack had made some kind of deal with the Sole King then. In exchange, Mulack and part of the expedition had been allowed to set foot in the lands of the 《Abyss》.


“Why would the Sole King stop us?”


When Jaehwan, who had been silent until then, cut into the conversation, ENIAC’s gaze returned to him.


[Because of you.]


“Me?”


[The Sole King is angry with you.]


Had there been any reason for that?

Jaehwan recalled several memories connected to the Sole King, Catastrophe. The time he fought Catastrophe’s incarnation in Gorgon Inner Keep. And then...


“Is it because I killed the Colossal Deadman?”


He had thrown that out as a guess, but ENIAC nodded.


[The Colossal Deadman you killed then, ‘Magritte,’ was one of the Sole King’s cherished retainers.]


Jaehwan recalled the army of Deadmans that had trespassed into Gorgon, along with the Colossal Deadman that had led them.


Magritte Who Walks Backward. That had definitely been its name.


“So the situation can be summarized like this.”


First, the only one in this 《Chaos》 who could open the entrance to the 《Abyss》 was the Sole King, Catastrophe.

Second, the Sole King was sulking like a child because Jaehwan had killed one of its retainers.

Third, that sulking Sole King was not going to open the Door to the 《Abyss》.


“Is that right?”


[...The analogy is a bit odd, but yes, that is correct.]


“I understand.”


Jaehwan nodded.


It was clear from his expression that he accepted it, and High Factory Master ENIAC’s face brightened a little as well. They would be spared unnecessary trouble. If this man would just give up like this...


“Then open the Door now.”


[...What?]


“Open the Door to Catastrophe.”


[It seems you still do not understand the situation...]


“No, I understand it exactly.”


Jaehwan spoke in the same unchanging voice.


“I’ll negotiate with the bastard myself, so you can stop worrying and open the Door.”


The Factory Masters stared at Jaehwan as if their logic circuits had twisted themselves into knots. In the end, IAS exploded in anger.


[What kind of nonsense is that? It is like trying to screw a nut onto a nail. Did you actually listen to what we said?]


What in the world had this man been hearing all this time?

Beside him, Cheongheo could be seen holding back laughter. ENIAC opened their mouth in a cold voice.


[We cannot open the Door for you.]


“Then I have no choice.”


From that moment on, the air around them began to draw tight. Spiritual Pressure burst out from Jaehwan’s body, and Factory Master IAS, as if they had been waiting for this, released a savage force of their own.


[Yes, this is how it should have been from the start.]


Since neither Jaehwan nor ENIAC showed any sign of backing down, the others in the room could no longer remain still either. Cheongheo and Karlton slowly rose from their seats, carefully guarding against the Factory Masters’ force. Even the cautious ENIAC gradually began releasing power as well.


...So there is no other choice.


ENIAC knew that the man standing before them was stronger than they were. But ENIAC was not alone. If all four Factory Masters attacked at once, even this man would not come out unharmed. Even if they were defeated by him, that was still better than carelessly opening the Door to the 《Palace of the Dead》.


This would be the first time in a full nine hundred years that the Door to the 《Palace of the Dead》 had opened.


Even now, ENIAC was struggling to endure Catastrophe’s presence coming from deeper inside the Strange Factory. If this Door were opened, ENIAC had no way of knowing what terrible thing might happen.


ENIAC would stop this man here.


Just as that hair-trigger atmosphere was about to explode, Jaehwan suddenly spoke.


“Deus Ex Machina.”


[...?]


At that unexpected word from Jaehwan’s mouth, the taut force in the room relaxed for an instant. Only after a moment did ENIAC realize what name Jaehwan had spoken, and a cry of shock escaped them.


[How do you know that name...!]


What Jaehwan said next was even more astonishing.


“If you open that Door, then I’ll find the Colossus you lost in the 《Abyss》.”


[How do you know the Colossus exists?]


After their god Deus fell, the existence of the Colossus was completely forgotten. Even in the 《Abyss》, there were few who still remembered it, so how could this young soul know about the Colossus?


Naturally, Jaehwan had no intention of kindly explaining why he knew such things.


“You do not need to know the details. So, are you going to open it now?”


Without realizing it, ENIAC turned to look behind them. There, jutting out from the wall of the vast chamber, was a single keyhole. ENIAC looked down at their own hand.


An index finger shaped like a key.


The final key that could open the Door of calamity was there.
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Nothing but pitch-black darkness, ahead and behind.


Darkness filled the entire passage. Even after his eyes had adjusted to the dark for quite some time, he could see nothing around him.


Jaehwan moved forward, relying only on ENIAC’s footsteps ahead of him and his own senses.


They may already be here by now.


He looked calm on the outside, but countless thoughts swirled through Jaehwan’s mind.


The passage was longer than he had expected. As a result, his steps gradually began to quicken.


Mistaking that urgency for a kind of courage, ENIAC spoke with admiration.


[I have never seen a human like you.]


“I hear that often.”


ENIAC let out a quiet laugh, as if Jaehwan had told a pleasant joke. It sounded like air leaking from a tire, half unease and half awe.


[You do not truly believe you can persuade the Sole King, do you?]


Jaehwan did not answer at once.


He had no clear certainty either. Yet when he looked back, he had never done anything with absolute certainty.


Even so, he had made it this far.


Because he had never wavered.


“We’ll find out when I try.”


Of course, it was not as though he had nothing to believe in.


Jaehwan had a reason for forcing open the sealed door.


《Record of the Abyss》.


He had planned for this day from the moment he obtained the record Mulack had left behind in Eight Gates of Hell. More precisely, from the moment he encountered part of the conversation between the Sole King and Mulack recorded within the Record of the Abyss.


There had been almost no information about Big Brother in the Record of the Abyss, but it contained more than enough information about the Sole King, Catastrophe.


[I hope it goes well.]


ENIAC’s voice carried genuine sincerity.


“Thanks.”


Hearing Jaehwan’s brief response, ENIAC sank into complicated thoughts. ENIAC’s logic circuits defined the current situation as a clear “error.” This was not something that was supposed to happen.


Perhaps I have finally broken down.


ENIAC could not understand why they had ultimately opened the sealed door.


Jaehwan’s offer to find the Colossus was tempting, but accepting it at face value would have been foolish. Even if he found the Colossus, their god could not be resurrected.


Still, Jaehwan’s forceful attitude gave ENIAC a strange sensation, as though their logic circuits were burning out.


It was a vast feeling that encompassed machines and humans, living things and lifeless things alike. A complex chemical reaction that had never been imprinted in the logic circuits of ENIAC, who had lived as an apostle of Deus for countless years.


ENIAC did not know that it was an emotion humans often called expectation.


Grrr.


From time to time, Jaehwan sensed the presence of creatures that seemed to be Horned Beasts in the darkness. They growled low, but did not attack first.


Some Horned Beasts even seemed to feel a sense of familiarity toward Jaehwan. It was because of the black-glowing tattoo on his arm.


It was a black snake-shaped tattoo he had inherited from the previous Fortress Lord when he became Gorgon’s Fortress Lord. In Gorgon, it was known as the Fortress Lord’s Mark.


[It seems you possess the Mark of Deus, Jaehwan, but you have not been using it. If you activate that pattern from now on, the Horned Beasts will not attack you.]


Only then did Jaehwan learn from ENIAC how to use the tattoo.


[That Mark was one of the gifts our apostles gave humans in the past. Originally, we gave the Mark together with a Seven-Horned-class Guardian Horned Beast, but it seems your Guardian Horned Beast has vanished somehow. Perhaps it disappeared during the transfer process...]


Jaehwan recalled the moment the previous Fortress Lord of Gorgon had passed the Mark to him. The Fortress Lord had certainly not been in their right mind then. Mutation had progressed severely, and both their spiritual power and mental energy had nearly run dry.


Since he had received the Mark under those circumstances, it could only have been incomplete.


ENIAC carefully examined Jaehwan’s Mark, then made a few adjustments to it.


[If you meet any of our apostles hiding in the 《Abyss》, you may be able to gain their favor through this Mark. Just as you did now.]


White light and a mystical aura flowed from the Mark, and the Horned Beasts around them slowly backed away. It would have made things easier if he had known sooner. Jaehwan felt a little deflated.


Jaehwan and ENIAC continued onward, passing groups of Horned Beasts roaming the darkness to hunt Deadmans.


After a while, ENIAC, who had been walking ahead, stopped with a bizarre metallic sound.


[You must go on alone from here.]


ENIAC’s voice trembled faintly. Jaehwan sensed the vague fear hidden in that tremor.


This was where it truly began.


“I’ll be back soon.”


[Please return within one hour. If you have not returned by then, I will forcibly seal the door, regardless of the outcome.]


Jaehwan gave a slight nod and moved forward. ENIAC’s form was soon swallowed by complete darkness.


Jaehwan kept walking.


And walking.


After an unknown amount of time, he reached an enormous door. It was massive, but had no lock. He could force it open with enough strength.


They kept the Deadmans contained with such a flimsy door?


Yet when Jaehwan reached out and placed a hand on it, he had to change his mind.


A cold texture. A sacred aura spreading through it.


“Was it made from Horned Beast horns?”


Horned Beast horns, the substance most deadly to Deadmans in 《Chaos》.


Looking more closely, he saw that the entire passage, including the door, had been made from Horned Beast horns.


This door was why the Deadmans could not freely come outside.


The Strange Factory had been impressive, but this door was no less extraordinary.


Sacred Horned Beast energy filled the entire area. The whole passage was no different from a massive Great Sealing Formation.


Yet Jaehwan did not admire the formation’s precision. Unease came first.


After all, the seal’s completeness only confirmed how terrifying the being waiting beyond it had to be.


With a deep rumble, the door opened.


The power of the Horned Beast horns gradually faded, and a dangerous sensation began pressing down on his entire body.


The intense pressure, something he had not felt in a long time, jolted Jaehwan fully alert.


What was this enormous pressure?


Was it energy flowing out from the 《Abyss》?


Or...


Of course, Jaehwan already knew the answer.


Gwoooooo...


The cries of Deadmans echoed from all directions.


Beyond the receding darkness stood a colossal palace.


An ancient palace so immense that it surpassed even the 《Palace of Rebirth》 stood there.


Deadmans emerged from all around. There were no small Deadmans or medium Deadmans. Every one of them was a large Deadman, nearly equal to a seventh-stage Adapter.


And among those large Deadmans stood several figures.


Colossal Deadmans.


Jaehwan slowly raised his Spiritual Pressure and gripped Dokbul tightly.


There were two Colossal Deadmans on the level of Magritte Who Walks Backward, whom he had faced before. More than a dozen others were only slightly weaker.


On top of that, there were too many large Deadmans, each at the level of a seventh-stage Adapter, to count.


But they were not the truly frightening beings.


It’s coming.


Jaehwan sharpened his focus.


An opponent on another level. An enemy stronger than any he had encountered in 《Chaos》.


So this was it.


He trembled.


Even Jaehwan, with all his pride, could not help but acknowledge a being on a different level.


Having surpassed the fourth stage of Awakening and achieved Creation, Jaehwan could tell.


The being before him was undoubtedly a god.


An Absolute God, as though 《Chaos》 itself had taken form.


[You finally came.]


Just one sentence.


Yet silver light poured from Jaehwan’s mouth as he coughed. He had suffered unbearable damage from a single sentence.


In that brief instant, Jaehwan unleashed every technique he had learned. The stages of Awakening, from Doubt to Hypothesis, pierced through his soul in an instant. He resisted the being before him with everything he possessed.


But Jaehwan realized it.


The being before him far surpassed the full extent of his power.


Doubt was impossible.


Understanding was incomprehensible.


Selflessness was futile.


Hypothesis was fragile.


Every authority of Awakening knelt before Catastrophe’s existence.


It was strength incomparable to the doppelganger he had faced before.


It had been this powerful?


This was Catastrophe’s true strength.


The Calamity of Chaos. No name suited it better.


Before Catastrophe, everyone was nothing more than a tiny insect.


Jaehwan recalled the Strange Factory and the sealing formations he had passed through. Those formations existed to seal this being, no, this calamity?


Bullshit.


Who could dare to “seal” a being like this?


Even so, Jaehwan did not kneel.


The pride of humanity he had defended, the will that refused to submit before the world, made it possible.


The power of Hypothesis covered the trembling Dokbul. Jaehwan’s small world shook like a lamp in the wind.


But that was everything Jaehwan had right now.


The only resistance he could offer against the immense world before him.


[You came here to die of your own accord, human Awakened One.]


The voice sounded almost approving.


He could feel an overwhelming gaze, as though Catastrophe were looking at an insect about to die. Amid pain so suffocating that the gaze alone seemed capable of killing him, Jaehwan forced his mouth open.


“I didn’t come here to die.”


Jaehwan desperately raised his head and looked toward where Catastrophe was.


More precisely, he looked toward where Catastrophe should have been. At Jaehwan’s current level, he could not even see Catastrophe’s form.


Catastrophe’s voice continued, sounding interested.


[...Then? Have you come to spout more nonsense about defeating me?]


Silver light burst from Jaehwan’s mouth again.


He squeezed out the words.


“I came to make a deal.”


An unexpected silence followed.


Then, after a moment.


A fierce laugh beyond anything words could describe echoed through the palace.


Every Deadman was laughing.


A human, no more than an insect.


Dared to make a deal with a god?


Silver dust fell from Jaehwan’s lips, which he had bitten hard enough to draw blood.


Yet he did not yield. His eyes were instead endlessly calm and cold.


He drew in a breath and spoke again.


“Catastrophe, the first Awakened One and King of Chaos. A being who was once a god, but has now been reduced to nothing but a king.”


Information he had read in the Record of the Abyss.


The moment he said those words, Jaehwan realized there was truly no turning back now.


This was the turning point.


The plan he had made when he first encountered the Record of the Abyss could only succeed if he crossed this ridge.


Jaehwan drew on every last bit of strength and crawled over it.


“A being who was once the highest god of the 《Abyss》 now serves as nothing more than a gatekeeper. Is that all a vessel as strong as you can amount to?”


The laughter stopped abruptly.


The pressure rose until it felt as if his whole body would crumple. The Deadmans’ breathing grew rough. He could feel the world’s rage.


Every hair on Jaehwan’s body stood on end, then seemed to shrivel. If Catastrophe merely lifted a finger and snapped, Jaehwan’s entire body would burst like an insect.


Just as the atmosphere rushed toward its peak.


“Catastrophe. Don’t you want revenge?”


Jaehwan spoke again.


“Don’t you want revenge against the goddamn bastard who drove you out of the 《Abyss》 and sealed you here?”


The crushing pressure weakened for an instant.


Jaehwan did not miss the chance and continued.


“I know the promise you made with Mulack nine hundred years ago.”


A promise.


At that word, Catastrophe’s aura began to change.


Jaehwan could feel Catastrophe’s emotions in their entirety.


Doubt.


Could even a phenomenon beyond existence possess such an emotion?


As if answering that question, Catastrophe spoke.


[...How do you know of that matter?]


The deal from nine hundred years ago.


A promise that had not been kept, or could not have been kept.


Instead of answering Catastrophe’s question, Jaehwan said this.


“I’ll take up that promise now.”


A dreadful silence followed his unexpected declaration.


Even the Deadmans were shaken.


Their master rarely remained in such an intense emotional state.


[...Do you properly understand what that means?]


Jaehwan realized his gamble was tilting toward hope.


As Catastrophe’s momentum weakened, Jaehwan’s grew stronger in return.


“I do.”


It was a fight that could not be called a fight.


The gap between their worlds was too vast to compare.


Still, the tide of the fight was turning toward Jaehwan.


Like driving a wedge into the widening crack, Jaehwan delivered his final words.


“Sole King Catastrophe. I will take you to the end of the 《Abyss》.”
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Around that time, outside the Strange Factory, the consciousness of a being who had long been asleep returned.


A deep man’s voice came from somewhere.


“...Have you awakened?”


Her eyes stung from having been closed for too long.


A young woman slowly opened her eyes. It was Sirwen Armelt.


“Ugh, what is...?”


Sirwen let out a groan and unsteadily pushed herself up. The man who had spoken quickly moved to support her.


Her vision was still spinning, and she had the illusion that something was flowing past her on all sides. Clutching her head, Sirwen slowly looked around.


To the north stretched a vast forest, to the east an endless desert, and to the west a boundless plain. To the south stood a gigantic factory, so enormous its size was impossible to judge.


For a moment, Sirwen thought she had lost her mind.


Where is this?


Had she fallen into 《Uncanny》 again?


“You were asleep for far too long.”


Only then did Sirwen realize the voice supporting her belonged to Yulhen.


“This is...?”

“In front of the Strange Factory. You were asleep for exactly two weeks, Sirwen.”


Only after hearing that did Sirwen begin to calm down little by little. This was not 《Uncanny》. She had safely completed the Squeeze.


Ah, I see. So this is in front of the Strange Factory.


Only then did this bizarre landscape begin to make sense.


This was the center of 《Chaos》, the place where all the landscapes of 《Chaos》, divided by the four directions, came together.


No, wait. The Strange Factory?


Her mind snapped awake as if cold water had been poured over her.


Yulhen was saying something beside her, explaining the situation, but none of it registered. The thoughts she had been holding onto before losing consciousness came crashing back into her mind like a storm.


If they had come all the way to the front of the Strange Factory, that meant the 《Abyss》 was right ahead of them. And if that was true, then...


“Where is that bastard?”

“Ah, the Fortress Lord is...”


Once Sirwen heard the full story, the color drained from her face. Jaehwan had already entered the Strange Factory two hours ago.


“We have to get to him right now! We have to stop him!”

“Why are you suddenly...?”


Yulhen could not understand why Sirwen was so agitated and was just starting to ask when one of the expedition scouts came running from the distance with a frantic look on their face.


“Chief Administrator! Something terrible has happened!”


The voice was tight with desperation.


Everyone had already grown weary of waiting, so the scout’s cry rang out louder than usual. Some expedition members stood up to see what was going on, while the Hall Masters stretched with bored expressions.


But not one of them looked worried.


That was only natural. The people gathered here were all among the strongest in 《Chaos》. Whatever happened, there was nothing to fear.


As if the timing could not have been better, Kang Hwang, Hall Master of Fire King Hall, sprang to his feet and scratched at his ear as he asked,


“What’s got you making such a racket?”


Then, in the next moment, the scout running toward them froze in place.


Swooooosh.


With a wind blowing in from somewhere, the expedition member’s body turned to silver dust and vanished on the spot. Everyone who saw it jolted to their feet in shock. No one had seen how the scout had died.


“...!”


A moment later, a figure emerged through the dust of the desert.


No, not one figure.


Two, three, four...


An endless procession of shadows.


Someone among the expedition members let out a groan that was almost a lament.


“My God.”


A suffocating Spiritual Pressure rolled in from beyond the sandstorm. They knew that Spiritual Pressure well. Far too well. It was the very Spiritual Pressure they all hated, and feared, above all else.


But there was not just one.


There were a full hundred tyrannical presences.


And the five Spiritual Pressures at the front were at such an exalted level that they could not even begin to imagine it.


“No. That can’t be...”


Sirwen’s gaze wavered when she saw the face of the first person to emerge from the clearing dust. She had seen that face once before, in Darkness’s fortress.


The most terrifying General in the Ninth Zone. In the Darkness Zone, the one you had to fear most after Darkness.


“G-get Jaehwan. Hurry.”


But no one could hear her voice.


Expedition members were swept away without even a scream at the wave of a hand. The slaughter had begun.


* * *


An hour had already passed since Jaehwan and ENIAC opened the sealed gate and departed for the 《Palace of the Dead》.


Back in the 「Strange Factory」, Cheongheo and Karlton had been passing the time by watching the Horned Beasts when they both sensed something at the same time.


Rumble.


A massive quake, strong enough to shake the entire Strange Factory.


[What is going on?]


The Factory Masters were all wearing grim expressions as well.


[What now, you humans? Couldn’t you keep from making a scene for even this long?]

[...This does not feel like a mere disturbance caused by humans.]


Another thunderous boom rang out.


If vibrations had reached even the interior of the Strange Factory, despite its strong outer walls, then an enormous explosion must have gone off outside.


EDSAC turned to JOHNIAC and asked,


[JOHNIAC. Connect to the outside.]


The childlike JOHNIAC, who handled communications, closed their eyes. A small antenna rose from JOHNIAC’s head, and waves of energy reminiscent of sonar shot out through the entire factory. It was JOHNIAC’s unique technique, one that allowed communication with Horned Beasts.


A moment later, static crackled. Bzzzt, bzzzt...


Whatever JOHNIAC had seen, the little one’s shoulders twitched sharply.


[Scary. Big brothers. Subordinates.]


The words that followed carried an endlessly ominous feeling.


[All. Scary...]


That was as far as JOHNIAC got before the little one winced in pain. It seemed the horned beast JOHNIAC had been in contact with had died. JOHNIAC looked as though they were trying to continue, but no more words came.


Cheongheo and Karlton looked at each other.


[Wait, you two!]


Before IAS could even finish shouting, Cheongheo and Karlton’s figures shot toward the entrance of the Strange Factory like the wind.


It was them.


There was no need for any further communication. There were only so many beings who could possess Spiritual Pressure of this magnitude to begin with. Just sensing it was enough to make every hair on their bodies stand on end. Nowhere in all of 《Chaos》 could you find power like this.


There was only one kind of being in the 《Great Realm》 capable of carrying such Spiritual Pressure.


“Divine Doctor, could this be...?”

“Damn it. That brat was right.”


Just before they had arrived at the Strange Factory, Jaehwan had predicted this situation in advance. Before they went to the 《Abyss》, the expedition would inevitably face the Lords.


The expedition members, Cheongheo included, had thought it was needless worry.


Jaehwan had certainly provoked the 《Great Realm》, but the odds of the Lords immediately gathering troops and invading were low. The 「Narrow Gate」, the only route into 《Chaos》, had already been destroyed. No matter how furious they were, would those prideful Lords really throw away their own lives and come into Chaos just to catch a single Awakened One?


Cheongheo had been certain.


Even if the Lords crossed into 《Chaos》, it would not be until after the 「Narrow Gate」 had been restored.


Or rather, that was what he had believed until just moments ago.


“Divine Doctor, could there have been another 「Narrow Gate」?”

“That’s impossible. Even if there were multiple transmission terminals for the 「Narrow Gate」, the only receiving terminal in 《Chaos》 was destroyed. The 「Narrow Gate」 cannot be used for the time being.”

“Then there is only one answer.”

“I can hardly believe it, but that seems to be the case.”


The Lords had died and come here.


There was no other explanation.


It was baffling.


Had they really died and come all the way here just to capture Jaehwan alone?


...Wait. What if Jaehwan was not their only target?


Now, 《Chaos》 had become a place valuable enough to tempt the Lords. With the 「Fruit」 alone, it had become a place where Lieutenant General-level powerhouses appeared, a place worth committing the military strength of the 《Great Realm》 to seize.


It was all thanks to the Tower of Awakening Jaehwan had created.


As time passed, Chaos would grow into an independent force. Someday, it might even become powerful enough to contend with the zones of the 《Great Realm》. Perhaps the Lords had realized that as well.


That was why they had come personally.


To crush the sprout before it could grow, and to plunder it.


That was what they excelled at.


This won’t be easy for you bastards.


《Chaos》 was no longer what it had once been. Above all, Jaehwan was here. That thought brought relief to Cheongheo’s heart.


“How many do you think came?”

“Hard to say. But they are Lords. If they died to come here, there shouldn’t be more than fifty.”


In truth, even fifty was a high estimate. Fifty Lords was effectively the maximum force a single zone could deploy for a localized operation.


But the closer they drew to the entrance, the more a bad feeling spread through Cheongheo’s mind. At first, their spiritual power had been bunched together, making it hard to count them properly, but the nearer he got, the more wrong it felt.


...Just how many of them came?


The moment the factory gates swung wide open, that question was answered in the most horrifying way possible.


Souls of Chaos lay strewn everywhere. Expedition members let out wretched screams, some with their necks cut and others with their torsos torn open, howling in agony.


At the center of that sea of silver carnage, Cheongheo staggered as a certain scene rose in his mind.


It was as if he were seeing that day nine hundred years ago all over again.


“Divine Doctor, please save us.”

“Please, please!”

“I don’t want to die yet. We didn’t come all this way just to die like this.”

“Divine Doctor.”


That day had been like this too.


“You must not come this way.”


That was why he had wanted to forget.


“Divine Doctor, please take this.”


That was why...


“Go, Divine Doctor. Remember. Tell them.”

“Tell them of our humiliation, our disgrace, this resentment and rage.”

“Tell them we did not lose. Tell them we truly brought back the Fruit. So...”


He could never forget.


“The Abyss Expedition did not fail.”


A tremor he had hidden deep within himself spread through his body.


“Aaaaaaaaaah!”


Again. It was the Lords again.


And this time, before the expedition had even set out.


“Divine Doctor, don’t!”


Ignoring Karlton’s shout from behind him, Cheongheo bellowed and swung his sword like lightning at one of the Lieutenant Generals before him.


At Cheongheo’s draw, backed by a clear third-stage Awakening, the Lieutenant General took a mortal wound and staggered back with a groan. Cheongheo did not miss the opening and cut across the Lieutenant General’s waist and chest in rapid succession. Soon, the Lieutenant General’s strength failed, and the figure dissolved into silver.


He was no longer the Divine Doctor of Despair he had once been.


Without holding back the power overflowing from his entire body, Cheongheo swept his gaze across the battlefield.


He had to find the command group.


“Yulhen! Shin Mugeuk! Where is everyone?!”


But there was already nothing left that could be called a command group. Hall Masters on the verge of soul extinction were on their knees, coughing up wretched silver light. Even the Awakened Ones, their greatest fighting force, had already met soul extinction and turned to dust.


And then...


“Cayman!”


Cayman hung limply, caught by the collar in a Lord’s hand.


Despair was casting its shadow over Chaos.
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One hundred Lords.


That was an absurd number of troops to deploy just to capture a single Product. A hundred Lords were enough to start a war between regions even in 《Great Realm》. This was not a skirmish or a localized conflict, but a force capable of waging all-out war.


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun smiled bitterly.


This upheaval would soon turn 《Great Realm》 upside down. Perhaps this change had been foretold from the moment the Narrow Gate was destroyed.


Jaehwan, was it? You have no idea what you've done.


The destruction of 《Palace of Rebirth》 was that significant an event. It was fortunate that the current Palace of Rebirth Lord had belonged to the Ninth Zone. If a Lord from another zone had held the position, things would have grown far worse.


The dead would no longer return to life.


It meant they could no longer wage wars of attrition as freely as before. The value of a life had changed.


The stockpile of Fruits had been running low anyway. This might have been for the best.


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun surveyed the battlefield, where victory was steadily tipping in their favor. Members of the Abyss Expedition lay scattered everywhere.


There were Awakened Ones who had barely managed to survive as well. The Lords following Samyeong Hun's orders had deliberately avoided finishing them off. They would make valuable Sacrifices, so it would be a problem if they died so easily.


"Black Shadow Strategist. How long do you plan to enjoy this diversion? Shouldn't we be storming the factory by now?"


"I am in charge of this operation. Watch for now."


"I know, but watching from the sidelines is making me itch."


The one who spoke was a General from the Nokmyeong Great Family, an exceptional General who had reached the thirteenth Adaptation Stage.


He was Poison King Lord Nokmyeong Chundo, the Nokmyeong Great Family's second General.


Of all things, even those Nokmyeong insect bastards had come.


The Nokmyeong Great Family was a clan that produced green insects within their bodies, using them for both battle and production.


In truth, many of the Lords participating in this war against Chaos did not belong to Darkness's Ninth Zone. Of the hundred Lords, exactly fifty belonged to Darkness.


The other fifty had been dispatched from other zones and Great Families.


Twenty from the Samyeong Great Family.


Twenty from the Nokmyeong Great Family.


And ten from the Seventh Zone.


The moment Samyeong Hun summoned the Generals, those three groups contacted him almost at once.


It was only natural for the Samyeong Great Family, since Samyeong Hun had personally asked them. The other two were unexpected.


The Nokmyeong Great Family, one of the Five Great Families.


And the Seventh Zone, led by the Immortal Lord.


There had likely been a spy within the Ninth Zone, or they had their own source of information.


They had sent messages offering troops to annihilate the Abyss Expedition, each with their own justification.


The Nokmyeong side had sent the following message.


"That Awakened One killed members of our clan."


Several members of the Nokmyeong Great Family household sent to 《Chaos》 a few months ago had reportedly been killed by an unidentified man. After tracing the footage, they discovered that the man who killed them was, astonishingly, the same Product Samyeong Hun was pursuing.


What rotten luck, making enemies of the Nokmyeong.


No one in 《Great Realm》 dared to provoke the Nokmyeong Lords carelessly. They used all manner of bizarre arts and poison, and never hesitated to resort to dirty tricks for the sake of victory.


The Nokmyeong were one thing. The problem was the Seventh Zone.


Samyeong Hun clicked his tongue as he looked toward the left side of the battlefield.


The Nokmyeong had a blood debt involved, so their participation could not be helped. The Seventh Zone, though, left him deeply uneasy.


[The Seventh Zone may be quick to catch on, but they do not seem to fully understand the situation.]


Freezing Lord Vargas, who was guarding him nearby, sent the Push. Samyeong Hun nodded in agreement.


There were ten Lords dispatched from the Seventh Zone, three Warlord-class Lords and seven Lieutenant General-class Lords.


Their leader was Nishimoto, known by the nickname White Cat Lord. In the Immortal Lord's Seventh Zone, Nishimoto was considered the foremost Warlord.


Judging by Nishimoto’s Spiritual Pressure, Nishimoto seemed to possess strength comparable to Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


"I heard about 《Palace of Rebirth》. Shouldn't this be settled before the Lords of other zones learn of it? We were thinking of lending our support."


They called it support, but it was practically a threat.


Until 《Palace of Rebirth》 was destroyed, Darkness's Ninth Zone had been responsible for managing it. If word of 《Palace of Rebirth》's destruction reached 《Great Realm》, the one who would face condemnation in the end would be Jerome, the Lord of Darkness.


The Lords of the other zones could not learn about 《Palace of Rebirth》 yet.


That was why Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun made his decision quickly.


Bring in the Seventh Zone, the Nokmyeong, and the Samyeong Great Family.


Keep it an absolute secret from the other zones.


Things had gone awry, but there was still an opportunity.


The plan to conquer Chaos had fallen apart with the downfall of the Nether Ghost Envoys and Geumcheon Hall, but Samyeong Hun sensed that this could become the foundation of a far greater plan.


When he first pursued the Product, he had never imagined things would grow this large. Yet that bastard had become someone capable of deciding the fate of the Ninth Zone.


[Vargas. Focus on capturing the one called Jaehwan. We must also seize the tower of Awakened Ones he created before the other zones do.]


[Understood.]


An Awakened One who had achieved Creation, and a tower capable of mass-producing such Awakened Ones.


Its value was immense. It might even become a revolutionary event that completely changed the Ninth Zone's standing in 《Great Realm》.


[Samyeong Hun. It is true that you have spare Fruits, correct?]


The one who sent the Push was Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha, the Samyeong Great Family's fourth General. Samyeong Yuha was one of the five Generals Samyeong Hun had brought, as well as his direct blood relative.


After cutting down several Awakened Ones in a single stroke, she was sharpening the blade of her unique weapon, Blade Wind. In a one-on-one fight, even Samyeong Hun would struggle to handle Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha.


Samyeong Hun grinned and sent a Push.


[Of course, Sister.]


[Because of you, I had to taste "death" for the first time in three thousand years. I do not know how many Fruits there are, but you must hand over some of the remaining Fruits to the Samyeong Great Family. Do not forget. Before you are a strategist of the Ninth Zone, you are the eldest young master of the Samyeong Great Family.]


[I know.]


Samyeong Hun inwardly sneered at that petty logic of division. She claimed to have come to avenge Samyeong Garam, but there was no way that was all she wanted.


Fruits. Fruits, was it?


The reason Lords from other zones and Great Families could throw themselves into this battlefield without hesitation was the spare Fruits Samyeong Hun supposedly possessed.


Before this operation began, Samyeong Hun had informed the Lords that he had hidden spare Fruits in advance. He had said those Fruits would be supplied free of charge to every Lord participating in the operation.


It was a lie.


Hidden Fruits? There was no such thing.


Samyeong Hun did not care.


If they did not exist, he only had to obtain them now.


Obtain Fruits? How?


It was nonsense by ordinary standards.


There was only one place within 《Tree of Illusion》 where Fruits could be obtained.


《Abyss》.


People said this.


If you wanted a Fruit, go to the summit of 《Tree of Illusion》, to the end of 《Abyss》. Only there could Fruits be obtained.


It was true. But that did not mean one had to reach the very end of 《Abyss》 to obtain a Fruit.


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun and a select few Lords knew this.


《Abyss》 was ruled by gods. Among them were gods who could obtain Fruits that were difficult to acquire here.


The beings nestled at the highest point of 《Tree of Illusion》, the supreme gods known as the Seven Divine Thrones.


They always possessed Fruits in quantities comparable to those Mulack had once obtained.


The issue was that those gods were as strong as the Lords of the twelve zones, if not stronger. Their personalities were difficult and vicious as well. They were Transcendents that even Generals could not face head-on.


Those were the highest-ranking gods of 《Abyss》.


What was the only thing one could do when there was something one wanted but could not take by force?


Right.


Make a deal.


Ordinarily, dealing with gods would have been impossible. The gods already held the greatest power in 《Abyss》. Why would they lack anything enough to trade with Lords of the land?


Yet there was one thing those gods coveted.


"How pitiful, foolish soul."


Samyeong Hun laughed as he gripped the head of an Awakened One who had collapsed while spewing silver light.


The one thing the gods of 《Abyss》 desired.


It was a powerful Vicegerent.


Why else would gods so full of pride personally deal with Cultivators to procure Products?


A Vicegerent capable of accepting their world without restraint.


The gods had always yearned for such Vicegerents.


It was even better if the Vicegerent possessed outstanding talent while not being overly adapted to the System. Vicegerents with no resistance to accepting a new world.


Only Awakened Ones could be like that.


Until now, Awakened Ones had been extremely rare. No one knew the principles or conditions behind their emergence.


That was no longer the case.


"All of Chaos has become an excellent Tower of Nightmares."


Mass-produce Awakened Ones and trade them exclusively for Fruits.


With the Fruits accumulated that way, build a new 《Palace of Rebirth》.


The construction of a new Palace of Rebirth.


That was Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun's true objective.


The Ninth Zone would become the only zone in 《Great Realm》 to possess Lords who did not fear death.


A monopoly on Fruits would change Lords who had once been enemies. Dead Lords would surrender to the Ninth Zone to reclaim their lives.


《Great Realm》 would now be ruled by Darkness's Ninth Zone.


"It is time to wrap this up."


The expedition clustered around the middle-aged figure at the front was putting up a respectable resistance. Though most of their people had become unable to fight, they were still stubbornly holding on.


One Awakened One stood out among them.


Was his name Cayman?


The man had yet to fall despite facing the combined assault of countless Lieutenant Generals. Another Warlord had joined the attack, yet he continued to struggle desperately.


Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun watched him, then picked up a sword lying nearby.


One step, then another.


With every step Samyeong Hun took, the surrounding Lords parted like waves. The Lieutenant Generals shouting as they spewed spiritual power, and the Warlords pushing the expedition back as if enjoying a game, all retreated.


Then a sword cleaved through the air.


One slash.


That single slash silenced every expedition member who had been charging forward like mad.


A moment of stillness.


At the end of it, groans wrenched from their throats rang out.


"Ghk, ghaaaah!"


Thunder God Hall Master Yoon Yong rolled on the ground after losing both eyes.


Fire King Hall Hall Master Kang Hwang groaned through the pain after having one arm severed.


Limitless Hall Master Shin Mugeuk lay collapsed after losing his right leg.


Yulhen knelt while clutching their side.


After glancing over them, Samyeong Hun's eyes finally landed on Sirwen. She trembled as if she had been electrocuted.


"There is even a foolish dream demon wench here."


A dream demon who had betrayed Darkness for personal gain. Dream demons were a rare species and protected by a nonaggression pact, but this time, he could not simply let it go.


Powerful spiritual power gathered at Samyeong Hun's fingertips. Just as it was about to strike Sirwen, Cayman stepped in front of Samyeong Hun.


"Oh...?"


Cayman's sword had already broken. Silver light constantly flowed from the wounds covering his body. It was a miracle that he could even stand.


Yet his eyes still blazed.


"Impressive resolve. I like souls like yours."


Samyeong Hun slowly approached Cayman. Cayman's legs trembled. With every step that closed the distance, the gravity in the area pressed down more heavily.


This was the true power of a General.


Cayman bit down hard on his lip. He held back the tears of frustration that threatened to spill from his dry eyes.


He had trained until he bled, endured years that were like hell.


Yet it still was not enough.


Was there still this much distance between them and me?


"Where is the one called Jaehwan?"


"..."


"Tell me. I will spare you alone."


Crackle.


Cayman's clothing shattered into powdery fragments from just those few words. He tried to resist somehow, but he could not gather his strength.


He had neither the mental energy to open his Unique World nor the spiritual power to deliver a final blow.


There was only one thing Cayman could do.


Not kneel until the very end.


Not close his eyes.


"...Admirable."


A strange light entered Samyeong Hun's eyes.


He was a General-class Lord.


The Awakened One before him was, at best, comparable to a Warlord.


Yet he endured.


Even though he had to be suffering pain intense enough to burst his heart.


This one suits the name "Lord" more than that Laika bastard.


Watching Cayman retain the sharpness in his gaze until the end, Samyeong Hun felt a faint chill.


This man had not lost heart despite facing a hundred Lords. Quite a few Lieutenant Generals had even suffered serious wounds at his hands.


If people like this were allowed to remain free, 《Great Realm》 might one day be in danger as well.


"Kill him."


A man without even a Fruit did not fear death. Such courage was worth rewarding.


For the first time, Samyeong Hun changed his mind.


Killing one as an example would be good.


Awakened Ones were valuable resources.


But not every Awakened One was needed.


Especially not Awakened Ones with such strong rebellious tendencies.


The General's sword rose high into the sky. Cayman took in the sky it pointed toward without turning away.


...I am sorry, Fortress Lord.
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It was a blow no one could stop.


“Cayman!”


It should have been.


“South Sea Hall Master!”


Two figures came rushing in, stirring up a fierce gale.


Cheongheo and Karlton.


Cheongheo radiated streams of white aura, while Karlton was enveloped in silver brilliance. Without a moment’s hesitation, they struck out with their sword and fist.


Crash!


Cheongheo’s sword and Karlton’s fist struck Samyeong Hun’s blade almost at the same time. Their powerful spiritual power collided, and silver light burst from Cheongheo and Karlton’s mouths.


“Urgh...!”


Cheongheo’s sword broke under the impact, and Karlton staggered back, clutching his ruined right hand. Even their combined spiritual power could not block a General’s sword.


Still, it was enough to change the situation. In the instant the sword’s path shifted, Cheongheo and Karlton succeeded in pulling Cayman beyond its reach.


Samyeong Hun narrowed his eyes.


“Not bad.”


Overwhelming Spiritual Pressure filled every word.


Cheongheo and Karlton’s bodies swayed as they resisted it.


Cayman, you were fighting a monster like this?


Even Jaehwan, who had opened Creation, had not been this terrifying. Cheongheo’s knees went weak from simply meeting his gaze.


Cayman weakly raised his head.


“Divine Doctor, where is the Fortress Lord...?”


“He has not returned yet.”


Cayman’s eyes instantly dimmed.


“But it has already been two hours... Then the Fortress Lord...”


“We do not know yet. Do not jump to conclusions.”


As Cheongheo and Karlton supported Cayman and retreated, sparks erupted from the factory. Three figures appeared on its roof.


Each possessed an aura comparable to that of a Warlord.


Samyeong Hun’s indifferent gaze turned toward them.


“The Factory Masters.”


The Factory Masters who had emerged from inside the Strange Factory glared down at Samyeong Hun. They had seen the expedition members and Horned Beast remains staining the ground silver, and their expressions had hardened.


EDSAC spoke first.


[Black Shadow Strategist. What do you think you are doing?]


“It has been a while.”


[I asked what you think you are doing.]


Samyeong Hun’s brow twitched.


It irritated him that creatures no stronger than broken-down Warlords could act so arrogantly. Yet there was a reason for it.


Officially, Lords could not carelessly harm Factory Masters. They were responsible for suppressing the Sole King’s power.


...The Sole King.


The strongest god, said to have been sealed personally by the Great Lords of the twelve zones and Big Brother long ago.


Samyeong Hun’s lips curled.


“I am looking for a Product. Once I find it, I will leave at once.”


[By Product, do you mean the Awakened One who has opened Creation?]


...They knew?


[You people have not changed, even after tens of thousands of years. You treat a life with a soul as an object.]


Samyeong Hun’s mouth opened, then closed.


To be lectured by a machine. It was the sort of thing worth recording in the life story of the Black Shadow Strategist. Samyeong Hun snickered, thinking it might be amusing to record this humiliation later.


“Either way, I would like you to open the factory doors for a moment.”


[For what reason? This is difficult at the moment.]


“Looks like our Product tucked its tail and ran into the factory.”


[As I said, that is difficult at the moment.]


“Difficult... You do not understand what I am saying.”


For the first time, the smile vanished from Samyeong Hun’s face.


“I said open the damn door, you fucking piles of scrap.”


A tremendous blast of wind erupted from Samyeong Hun. Everyone standing with their backs to the factory stumbled and fell to the ground. The pressure was so immense that cracks spread across one corner of the supposedly indestructible factory.


[How dare you...!]


IAS’s arm trembled and changed shape. Soon, her entire elbow had transformed into a sharp blade.


The Factory Master had taken up a combat stance.


Light flashed in Samyeong Hun’s eyes.


“You said you were sealing the Sole King.”


As though this worked out better, Samyeong Hun drew his sword.


“I do not know exactly how strong this Sole King is.”


The Sole King, Catastrophe.


One of the Three Ancient Gods, supposedly. The strongest god of the 《Abyss》, said to have required every Lord of the twelve zones to seal. A being surrounded by nothing but baseless rumors.


“The Great Lords of the twelve zones were much weaker hundreds of thousands of years ago.”


And Samyeong Hun was now stronger than the Lords of the twelve zones had been back then.


It was only a fallen god capable of producing scraps like Deadmans.


“I am Samyeong Hun, the Black Shadow Lord.”


The Ninth Zone’s only strategist, Darkness’s second General.


His proud confidence burned around his sword in Calamity Flame. Almost at once, IAS shouted, and the factory’s Horned Beasts charged Samyeong Hun together.


“Do you think mere machines can contend with a Lord?”


Slice.


Dozens of Horned Beasts lost their heads to the sword that cut through the air. Vivid silver scattered through the sky like rain.


He feared no fallen god.


Not even death.


That was why he could come here.


[Shut up!]


IAS, covered head to toe in blades, screamed and rushed at Samyeong Hun. Overbearing spiritual power poured from her spinning body like a top. Its destructive force was enough to overwhelm any Lord, creating a powerful sandstorm across the area.


But then,


[Stop, IAS!]


EDSAC and JOHNIAC rushed forward, realizing something was wrong and trying to restrain her.


“Too late.”


Blue spiritual power surged from Samyeong Hun’s body.


The space behind him distorted, and a beast with a blue mane appeared.


A lion of immense size.


Transcendent-grade skill, 「Blue Madness」.


A being that tore apart false Sublimity and protected the authority of Lords.


The instant the lion roared toward the sky of Chaos, time stopped throughout the area.


Then the lion moved.


It was only a single swipe of its paw.


IAS’s limbs were severed as she charged. Little JOHNIAC was cut in half at the waist. EDSAC, who had leaped in to protect them, lost its head.


Three Factory Masters, each at the level of a Warlord, had been annihilated in an instant.


A power that permitted no miracle existed there.


Ah... Ah...


For a moment, Cheongheo resented his own eyes.


Would it have been better if he had not seen that sight?


Even if every surviving expedition member attacked together, they had no chance of defeating Samyeong Hun.


The greater problem was that there were five Lords at a level similar to his.


They could not win. This was a battle they could never win.


Cheongheo had unknowingly taken several steps back when a hand seized him from behind. Startled, he turned around.


“D-Divine Doctor... What happened? Do we have a chance? What happened to them...?”


It was Yoon Yong, the Thunder God Hall Master, sitting on the ground with blood streaming from both eyes.


“Divine Doctor... Please, say something.”


Only when Cheongheo looked into Yoon Yong’s blood-covered eyes did he understand.


I see. You did not see it.


That was why you could still say such things.


That thing was not human. Humans could not defeat a monster like that. So...


“Has the Fortress Lord... not returned yet?”


For a moment, it felt as though he heard a voice from somewhere.


‘Are you going to run away again?’


The scene from nine hundred years ago overlapped with the present.


Cheongheo barely stopped himself from stepping back, then looked down at the Thunder God Hall Master gripping him.


“The Fortress Lord...”


Cheongheo thought of Jaehwan.


Jaehwan, who had gone to meet the Sole King, Catastrophe.


Thinking of him, Cheongheo suddenly turned to look at Black Shadow Strategist Samyeong Hun. It suddenly did not feel real. The being Jaehwan had gone to meet was stronger even than that General.


A being far beyond any absolute measure of strength.


You brat, how can you...


Cheongheo could not see Jaehwan standing before Catastrophe, but he could imagine it.


That brat would surely wear the same expression even before the Sole King. Jaehwan might be dead by now.


But even if he had died, he would not have knelt until the end.


As Cheongheo thought that, the trembling gradually left him. It was strange. Little by little, something began to boil up from deep within his heart.


Cheongheo opened his mouth.


“Yoon Yong. The Fortress Lord has not come.”


He calmly delivered despair.


“But we have not lost yet.”


He did not give up hope.


“So we can still fight.”


What if Jaehwan was not here?


What was so terrible about it being only them?


“Is that so?”


Cheongheo took Yoon Yong’s limp hand and helped him up. Yoon Yong’s unsteady body slowly rose. Having lost his eyes, having lost the world, he still rose to his feet.


He was not the only one.


The expedition members who had fallen as if dead began to rise one by one.


Kang Hwang, who had lost his left arm.


Shin Mugeuk, who had lost his right leg.


Yulhen, whose side had been torn open.


They all rose while relying on one another. As if they were all one frail human being.


Or as if they were all declaring themselves to be one 《Chaos》.


This was 《Chaos》.


Chaos was here.


“I cannot believe it.”


Samyeong Hun stared at the expedition members before him, disbelief filling his eyes.


He had shown them a power that should have crushed their will to fight.


Yet why?


What Lord had ever dared look at him like that? Those were the eyes of people who could decide their own lives.


Samyeong Hun frowned at the emotion seeping from deep within his chest without his knowledge.


...Sublimity. How ridiculous.


In the 《Great Realm》, Sublimity belonged only to Lords.


Dignified, sublime, noble beings.


The only beings in this world that knew honor.


They were Lords, and because they ruled that land, it was called the 《Great Realm》.


Then what were those people?


Sublime despite not being Lords.


Dignified despite not being Lords.


Boundlessly noble despite not being Lords.


They existed by denying the Lord before them.


They seemed to be saying this.


There are no Lords.


Samyeong Hun admired their spirit, and because he admired it, he became afraid.


If every Awakened One from that accursed Tower was like this, could they truly sell them to the 《Abyss》?


Samyeong Hun tightened his grip on his sword.


“Vargas. The plan has changed.”


“...Yes?”


“Kill them all. Keep only the Product alive.”


They could mass-produce more Awakened Ones.


What mattered was the Product in question, and the Tower said to have been made by the Product. With those two, they could replenish Awakened Ones as many times as they wanted.


“Let us finish this.”


At Samyeong Hun’s gesture, the blue lion moved.


It approached the expedition neither quickly nor slowly. As though the end was neither too fast nor too slow, it advanced at the very pace of fate.


Cheongheo and Karlton were flung away by the lion’s paw. The lion’s enormous mane cast a shadow over the members standing unsteadily.


So this is the end.


But we were not wrong.


No miracle would happen.


The world would not change.


Even so, their lives had not been wrong.


They did not close their eyes. Each of them looked directly at their own death.


And so they saw it.


Ah.


The scenery around them rippled.


Then,


Thud.


An ink-black sword caught the lion’s descending paw.


True to its name, it was a lonely sword.


The landscape dyed by that sword was endlessly dark and lonely. Yet the world they had all been waiting for stood against the Spiritual Pressure of the mighty Lords and protected Chaos.


“I am sorry.”


Through the sparks bursting from the collision of blade and claw, they saw a man’s face.


“I came too late.”


Jaehwan had arrived.
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“Fortress Lord!”


“You have done enough. Rest now.”


Jaehwan gently pressed Cayman’s shoulder as he struggled to rise. Then he swung Dokbul, blazing with flames, and drove back the blue lion before him.


The lion saw the wound on its forepaw and let out a savage roar.


Samyeong Hun spoke.


“So it was you!”


His words were laden with emotion.


Samyeong Hun looked at the human standing proudly before him. Turbid energy seeped from all over Jaehwan’s body. His energy waves were unstable, and he looked utterly wretched.


All because of a single 「Product」.


It had begun when the Cultivator of a Tower they had contracted with died. Towers occasionally collapsed when their functions were paralyzed or their Systems malfunctioned, but a Cultivator had never been killed by a 「Product」.


Yet it had actually happened.


Even then, Samyeong Hun had been optimistic.


Higher species such as demons and angels specialized in Tower cultivation, but their actual combat power was lacking. Besides, it was only one 「Product」. Even if he went on a rampage, how much damage could he possibly cause?


That careless assumption had brought tragedy to the Ninth Zone.


The Nether Ghost Envoys, prepared over decades, had been wiped out. The 《Palace of Rebirth》, which had stood for over nine hundred years, had collapsed. Every precious 「Fruit」 had been destroyed. They had lost three Warlords and more than a dozen Lieutenant Generals.


Because of a single 「Product」, the Ninth Zone had suffered damage that might take decades of investment to repair.


And that was not the end of it.


To deal with the aftermath, over a hundred Lords, including five Generals, had to come to 《Chaos》 by “dying.”


“Could that be the one?”


“How laughable. We came all this way because of one little 「Product」?”


The Fifth General, Mikata, and the Sixth General, Serim, had remained silent until then, but finally voiced their dissatisfaction.


Black Cloud Lord Mikata, said to command clouds. Dragon Leg Lord Serim, who had risen to the rank of General through kicks alone.


They were far beneath Samyeong Hun, but they had still reached the highest realm in the 《Great Realm》.


“...Did I truly have to come as well?”


Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha of the Samyeong Great Family added her own complaint.


Had something like this ever happened in the 《Great Realm》 before?


Five Generals gathering because of one 「Product」?


It was beyond their understanding.


Samyeong Hun gave a bitter smile.


“I also think this may have been excessive, but it was necessary.”


They had to prepare for every possibility.


For example...


Samyeong Hun’s eyes curved into crescents as he looked at the Strange Factory behind Jaehwan.


Though that was unlikely.


Samyeong Hun continued as he looked at Jaehwan.


“Still, this should be entertaining. He may not look like much, but I hear he is an Awakened One who opened Creation.”


“Creation? Is that true?”


As if he had been waiting for the question, energy waves burst from Jaehwan’s body.


The power that had defeated Samyeong Garam. The aura of 「Hypothesis」 flowed from his body.


Creation.


The name of the dead end that humans who abandoned the System could reach.


Jaehwan plunged his hand into the split darkness, and a sword resembling pitch-blackness slowly slid out. It was Fall, the strongest weapon he could use at present.


“He has reached the stage of Materialization.”


Samyeong Hun smiled with interest. Poison King Lord Nokmyeong Chundo, who had been watching, spoke.


“He has more tricks hidden away than I expected. But that will not be enough to face us.”


Samyeong Hun agreed.


Over the last five thousand years, he had witnessed the emergence of dozens of Awakened Ones. Most had not even reached the third stage, but occasionally, peerless geniuses had achieved the fourth stage of Awakening or beyond.


Among the fourth-stage Awakened Ones Samyeong Hun had seen, Jaehwan was on the weaker side.


Rumble.


Deep darkness rippled, and Jaehwan’s Unique World appeared behind him.


A bizarre eye at the end of the sky.


Crows flying near it.


Corpses crawling everywhere.


“What kind of Worldview is that...?”


Starting with Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha, the nearby Generals began commenting with interest.


“A giant eye. He must see the 「First Nightmare」 that way.”


“No. Could the eye represent 《Big Brother》?”


“I have no idea what those crows are.”


“He sees humans as corpses. I like that.”


Their questions differed, but their thoughts were exactly the same.


That man was insane.


Though they were impressed, none of the Generals feared Jaehwan’s world. No matter how unique it was, it remained a small world with no Parts, a world that possessed nothing but its Worldview.


“It seems to be a rare Worldview, but it is still far behind those Rupture bastards.”


Several conditions were needed before a world opened through Creation could properly blossom. Yet Jaehwan possessed nothing but a Worldview.


Creation was only the beginning of Awakening. Had Jaehwan lived another thousand years, things might have been different. For now, he was only a novice who had just opened his world.


Then Samyeong Hun noticed the souls of 《Chaos》 cheering.


I see. It was only because of that man.


Disappointment passed through Samyeong Hun’s eyes. For a brief moment, he had considered the incomprehensible willpower and vitality of those souls close to Sublimity. Yet all of it was rapidly fading.


Sublimity? What nonsense.


They had endured all this time by trusting someone like him?


What supported them was nothing more than futile hope for salvation. Samyeong Hun knew exactly how such hope ended, and a cruel sneer touched his lips.


Then there was only one future they would come to know.


Dokbul in Jaehwan’s right hand and Fall in his left spewed black flames as he advanced. Several Lieutenant Generals who rushed in carelessly were struck by the black fire and sent flying.


World Stab.


As the air compressed, overlapping explosions thundered out.


Explosions that tore apart the entire space, one after another.


Several Warlords who had let their guard down could not endure the blasts and walked the path of soul extinction.


The Generals only watched with bored eyes.


“It is useful, but only this much?”


A few swings of their swords shattered the shockwaves from World Stab. The authority of Generals, which neutralized all spiritual power, had been unleashed.


“May I face him?”


The first to step forward was the Fifth General, Mikata. As the weakest of the five Generals, it was only natural.


Unexpectedly, Samyeong Hun shook his head.


“No. I will face him myself.”


“Oh? You personally?”


Nokmyeong Chundo looked intrigued.


The proud Black Shadow Strategist was personally stepping forward to catch a mere bug?


Nokmyeong Chundo cackled.


“Then I will join you.”


“No. I will do it alone.”


“Tch.”


Nokmyeong Chundo took a step back under Samyeong Hun’s fierce gaze.


That old man from the Nokmyeong Great Family dares...


Among the Nokmyeong Great Family’s strange arts were techniques that controlled or bewitched souls. If he left this to that old man, the 「Product」 he had finally found might be stolen in an instant.


Samyeong Hun looked at Jaehwan and thought.


He was still far weaker than a General, but an Awakened One who had opened Creation might someday surpass them.


Considering the speed and scale of a 「Product」’s growth, perhaps he could rise even higher.


Above the Generals, the strongest among Lords, stood the supreme beings of whom only twelve existed even in the 《Great Realm》.


...A Great Lord might be a stretch, but still.


Samyeong Hun lightly deflected Jaehwan’s onrushing blade, then exploded with blue energy from within his body.


No, it was not spiritual power.


It was a denser, more powerful force at its source.


World Force.


As Jaehwan’s Unique World shrank back, the surrounding space divided into square sections.


Only Jaehwan and Samyeong Hun could enter that space. A tangible barrier enclosed the two of them.


It was what a Unique World with physical force might feel like.


I see.


Jaehwan felt that he now understood the difference between Awakening and Adaptation to some extent. Perhaps, as Samyeong Garam had said, there was only a paper-thin difference between the two.


If an Awakened One directly created a world and used that world’s power, an Adapter borrowed the power of a world that already existed, the System.


To an Adapter, a Unique World was the System itself.


“Come at me with everything you have. Though it will be little more than a childish tantrum.”


His voice seemed to reverberate through space itself.


“It will be the last tantrum you ever have.”


Seeing the power of 「Blue Madness」 leaking from Samyeong Hun’s body, Jaehwan gripped Dokbul tightly.


It was power that seemed to be the highest point a being could reach.


Stronger than any being he had ever faced.


At least, as far as existence itself was concerned.


When he overlapped Fall in his left hand with Dokbul in his right, the two swords became one. A black sword ki dozens of meters long rose from the blade.


It was power that cut the world.


Fall Sword.


Jaehwan’s sword collided head-on with the blue lion.


He took one blow, then landed one cut.


Countless specks of silver light scattered from his body. He swallowed the clot of blood boiling up from deep inside him.


The blue lion struck by the sword form writhed in pain. Its approaching forepaw was severed, and its thick mane was torn apart.


Still, Samyeong Hun’s face, far in the distance, was filled with excitement.


“Excellent! You truly are worthy of defeating Garam!”


Jaehwan could tell.


Samyeong Hun was not fighting at full strength. He could not even tell whether the man was using half of it.


The blue lion quickly regained its momentum and bit into Jaehwan’s torso. With a wet sound, sharp fangs pierced his abdomen. Jaehwan flew through the air like a kite with its string cut.


His vision spun as he vomited silver light again and again.


Samyeong Garam had been at the level of a General.


The being before him was also a General.


They should have possessed the same strength as Generals. They should have borrowed the power of the same System.


Why was the gap so great?


“You are mistaken if you think I am on Garam’s level.”


The lion’s sweeping forepaw tore a massive piece from Jaehwan’s left thigh.


Simple, destructive attacks.


Each one carried a density of power Jaehwan could barely withstand. The battle gradually turned against him.


“Did you think gaining Creation meant gaining everything?”


Samyeong Hun’s voice was steeped in mockery.


“It is only the beginning.”


Had Jaehwan ever been pushed back this badly since arriving in 《Chaos》?


Strength rapidly drained from his whole body. A chill crawled over him through the turbid energy pouring from his body. Black energy spilled from his ears, nose, and mouth.


Samyeong Hun spoke in an amused voice.


“Your soul is severely contaminated. Did you face the Sole King?”


“...”


“Seeing that he let you leave alive, Catastrophe must be past his prime.”


Beyond the transparent barrier, Jaehwan could see the expedition members.


Cheongheo and Cayman were shouting something.


“Kid, stop!”


“Fortress Lord!”


“Run!”


They had all already reached the brink of death. If he kept fighting, they would die.


Jaehwan turned toward Samyeong Hun.


The blue lion approached one step at a time. Watching the lion walk, Jaehwan recalled the exchanges from before.


Every strike was powerful and carried a fierce momentum, but none of them carried any genuine intent. From the beginning, each blow had lacked killing intent...


Jaehwan suddenly lowered the sword he had held ready.


Then he asked,


“...What do you want?”


The General before him could defeat him whenever he wished. Yet he had dragged this out for so long, which meant he wanted something.


“Good. You catch on quickly.”


A satisfied smile appeared on Samyeong Hun’s lips.


“Surrender. Enter the service of the Ninth Zone.”


“...”


“One more thing. Bring me the ‘Tower of Awakening’ you created.”


So he was after that as well.


“And if I refuse?”


“Hmm. Refuse...”


Samyeong Hun laughed as though he had never even considered the possibility.


“I wonder if you can refuse.”


With a snap, part of the space distorted sharply. The ceiling of the barrier changed, and a recording began playing.


A vast ancient palace.


It was an unfamiliar place to Jaehwan.


Since all the land around it was black, he could only assume this was the Darkness Zone he had heard about.


The recording shook unsteadily, as though filmed with a handheld camera.


Its wandering focus eventually entered the ancient palace. After passing over an unsettling floor that resembled basalt, it went deeper inside, where a row of glass display cases appeared.


...What was this?


The camera carefully captured the items inside the cases one by one.


Their forms were familiar.


Comics written in a familiar language. Books. Computers and games, and...


No way.


The recording stopped at one last place.


Something he had never expected to see was there.


A body that breathed in and out at regular intervals, repeating weak breaths. The vessel that had contained his soul throughout the twenty years he had lived on Earth.


Countless emotions passed through Jaehwan’s mind.


“Do you not miss it?”


Jaehwan felt as though his heart had dropped.


“You can still begin life anew.”


He had never expected to hear such words from a Lord.


“I will give you the position of Eighth General.”


The position of the eighth General of the Darkness Zone.


An unimaginable offer for someone who had been nothing more than a 「Product」 just months ago.


“That is not all.”


Samyeong Hun continued with a smile as he watched Jaehwan’s clouded eyes.


“I will return the time you lost.”


The recording on the ceiling changed.


Countless high-rise buildings covered in gray. People passed between those buildings, walking noisily through the streets.


Jaehwan knew where that was.


He knew it far too well.


People walked while expressionlessly looking down at their smartphones. Car horns sounded everywhere.


It was strange. He had never thought there would come a day when hearing those sounds would make him feel this way.


Planet Earth.


A small peninsula on that planet.


His hometown was there.
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Samyeong Hun continued at his leisure, giving Jaehwan ample time to lose himself in thought.


"I don't know why you hate this world so much. But I do know one thing for certain. You hate the idea of 'regression' more than anything."


Samyeong Hun had obtained countless recordings related to Jaehwan. In particular, after relentlessly pressuring Dream Demons affiliated with the Association, he had extracted interesting footage from the Tower of Nightmares' Fortress of Regret.


Footage of Jaehwan refusing the offer despite all the benefits offered by the Cultivator and the overwhelmingly favorable terms for beginning the Main Game.


That was why Samyeong Hun already knew Jaehwan would say this.


"Knowing that, you're still making me this offer?"

"I knew you'd say that."


Samyeong Hun smiled.


"What I am offering you is not 'regression.' Even with my power as a General of the 《Great Realm》, I cannot turn back time."

"...That demon bastard told me something similar."

"Yes, I suppose it did. But this is different. What I want to give you is not the 'past.'"

"..."

"What use is there in returning to a past that has already passed? Even if you turn back time, the nightmare you endured will not disappear. Isn't that right?"


Jaehwan fell silent for a moment. Samyeong Hun continued.


"Even if you return to the past, the traces of time carved into you will remain. No matter how far back you turn time, those wounds cannot heal. Nor should they. You were made through those wounds. Those wounds are already a part of you."


Jaehwan, who had become a monster through wounds inflicted by time, could not refute him. If anything, he agreed.


Turning back time meant denying himself. That was why Jaehwan had not returned to the past.


In that sense, his enemy understood him better than anyone he had met before. And now, that sole person who understood him was making him an offer.


"What I want to find for you is not your 'past.' It is the 'present' you lost."

"...My present?"


Samyeong Hun nodded.


"I know. Even in that Tower, you refused to return to the past because you chose the 'present.' That is why you are here."

"..."

"An incredible resolve. To remain unmoved by such temptation with nothing more than a human's mental energy. I cannot praise you enough. But..."


He paused deliberately. Watching Jaehwan's eyes flicker, Samyeong Hun continued.


"As I watched your unbelievable deeds, a question suddenly came to mind. Is this place truly the 'present' you wanted?"


Samyeong Hun looked around.


The scenery of 《Chaos》 churned around the barrier.


"Answer me. Is this truly the 'present' you wanted to protect?"


Jaehwan followed his gaze.


An unfamiliar world. Unfamiliar people. Scenery unrelated to him. Countless connections that did not remember him from Earth.


Then Samyeong Hun spoke again.


"I am certain. This place is not your 'present.'"


Pointing at the image on the ceiling, Samyeong Hun said, "The time that should have been yours. The 'present' you lost against your will is somewhere else entirely."


Jaehwan quietly looked up at the image on the ceiling.


The people of Earth.


The scenes created by their ordinary lives.


"If you become the General of the Ninth Zone, you can go there and spend time whenever you wish."


Jaehwan understood what Samyeong Hun meant.


He was not telling him to return to the past.


He was telling him to find his true present.


"Of course, you will be able to meet the people you love as well."


Soon, the image showed a woman quietly arranging books on a shelf before taking out The Little Prince. She stroked its cover again and again, then smiled faintly.


Jaehwan recognized her.


For the first time, deep sorrow crossed his face.


Samyeong Hun's smile deepened.


Samyeong Hun knew humans well.


The ancestors who had taken root in the 《Great Realm》 and given birth to him had once belonged to the species known as humans.


They had now lost many human traits apart from their appearance, but human blood still ran through his body.


Creatures who willingly became slaves to emotion even while knowing it would ruin everything.


You would be no different.


Samyeong Hun had meticulously analyzed the available recordings and prepared for this day.


Even after becoming an Awakened One, Jaehwan still possessed traits that could be called human. Samyeong Hun believed he could never refuse this offer.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


"...Answer me. What happens if I refuse?"


He was still asking that.


Truly an impressive Product.


"You will lose your 'present' forever."


It was a statement that could carry many meanings.


Yet no matter what it meant, it was horrifying to Jaehwan above all else.


"What do you think? I believe that is more than enough reason to join us."


It was an offer that would be almost impossible to refuse.


"Even if you reach the end of the 《Abyss》, you will not obtain what you want. No, there is no guarantee that you can reach its end in the first place, is there?"


Jaehwan could not deny a single word.


He remained silent for a long time. His gaze seemed to weigh something, yet it also seemed to long for a distant world.


"Then what happens to them?"

"Them?"


For a moment, Samyeong Hun wondered whom Jaehwan meant. Only after following his gaze did he understand.


"Are you seriously worried about the dead right now?"


Wraiths who had lost their lives long ago.


Defeated beings who had adapted to the damp, gloomy realm of 《Chaos》.


Samyeong Hun looked at the expedition members shouting outside the barrier.


"They die, whatever choice you make."


For a moment, Samyeong Hun worried that his answer might affect Jaehwan's decision. Then his thoughts changed when he recalled how the humans of 《Chaos》 had appeared in Jaehwan's Unique World.


He sees humans as corpses.


Could someone with such a horrifying worldview, someone who portrayed humans as corpses, possibly feel sympathy for them?


"...Is that so."


From Jaehwan's acceptance, Samyeong Hun realized that he had made up his mind.


Jaehwan looked at the image of the woman on the ceiling and slowly closed his eyes.


It was respect for the time he had lived on Earth.


And guilt toward the new time he would live.


Dokbul let out a low, humming cry.


The Calamity Flame surrounding it swelled.


Samyeong Hun narrowed his eyes.


"...What are you doing?"


At that moment, Jaehwan abandoned humanity.


At the same time, he chose humanity.


"I will not return. I will go up."

"Why? You do not want to return to your hometown? You do not want to see the people you love?"


Samyeong Hun could not understand.


"Are you going to throw the present you finally found into the trash?"


Into the trash.


Perhaps that was the right way to put it.


"I was in the trash from the beginning."


Flames rose from Jaehwan's blade, and the aura of Blue Madness began to swell around Samyeong Hun's entire body.


"Why...!"


Longing?


Of course he felt it.


People?


He wanted to see them.


Jaehwan was human too.


How could he not have such feelings?


But.


"Past, future, or present."


Whoosh.


"In this 'world,' none of it means anything."


Dokbul collided with Samyeong Hun's raised right fist. With a screech, blue flames flew in every direction.


"So what?"


The impact forced Jaehwan back several steps.


Yet he did not give up. He charged again.


"At some point, you bastards will come back and start your damned 'cultivation' again."


He might be able to stop them for a while. At least while Jaehwan was alive, Earth might remain safe.


But that would be all.


Nothing would change.


Samyeong Hun said, "Of course! Cultivation cannot be stopped. It is the law of this world. It is natural."

"Perhaps. In this 'world.'"


Jaehwan understood now.


In this world, cultivation was natural.


It was as natural as a farmer farming or a swordsman training with a sword. Like the logic of natural selection and survival of the fittest, cultivation was one of this world's laws.


A world where everyone considered cultivation natural.


Perhaps it was not any individual's fault.


Not Cheongheo or Cayman's fault for gradually forgetting the time when they had been Products.


Not Sirwen's fault for being raised from birth to create Towers.


Not even the angels and demons' fault for overseeing cultivation under the orders of a Higher Being.


If there was fault, it lay with this.


The fault of this 'world,' which had never defined it as wrong.


"That is why I want to destroy this world."


It was absurd. Nothing could be more absurd.


No one took responsibility for the present, so he placed that responsibility on the world. To avoid blaming any being, he poured all his hatred onto this System.


Samyeong Hun clenched his teeth and shouted.


"That is childish logic. Everything you love is also part of this world. Can you destroy all of it with your own hands?"

"..."

"There is no such thing as the System. You cannot destroy it, nor can you touch it. The System is nature!"


Instead of answering, Jaehwan swung his sword.


An answer that could not be expressed in words took shape through the blade.


At last, Samyeong Hun fell silent. He had given up trying to persuade him. He stared silently at Jaehwan, who stood unsteadily, then said,


"You will regret this."


The image of Earth shining from the ceiling faded in blue flames.


Every possibility Jaehwan could have lived through was disappearing. Jaehwan saw it off.


He would never be able to return.


He knew.


But this was the 'present' he had chosen.


It was miserable and trash-like, but it was a true present, neither mortgaged to the future nor bound to the past.


Samyeong Hun's cold voice rang out.


"Then die in the present you chose."


Samyeong Hun's fierce World Force shot toward Jaehwan.


The World Force soon took the form of a blue lion.


That bastard's Pineal Thread is still connected. If he dies, his soul will return to its first body.


Samyeong Hun spoke as though he wanted Jaehwan dead, but he knew better. Jaehwan, who had escaped to the 《Tree of Illusion》 without finishing the tutorial, was still a living being. That meant Samyeong Hun could force Jaehwan out into the 《Great Realm》 and deal with him later.


His soul will suffer some damage, but it cannot be helped.


Samyeong Hun decided to show no more restraint.


The blue lion let out a thunderous roar.


Blood flowed from Jaehwan's ears before oxidizing into silver. The death he had chosen was drawing near.


His thighs felt ready to shatter. Flesh was scraped from his ribs. His diaphragm hurt as though it would burst, and his breathing was unbearably ragged.


It cannot be helped.


Seeing the blue lion's approaching jaws, Jaehwan slowly closed his eyes.


* * *


"No...! You can't, brat!"


Outside the barrier, Cheongheo's face turned pale as he watched Jaehwan through the transparent wall.


With his eyes closed, Jaehwan reached into his robes.


He pulled out a dark-colored stone. The substance people called a Soulstone lay in his hand. Jaehwan quietly looked down at it, then bit into it and swallowed it.


The blue flames spewed by the lion immediately engulfed him.


Jaehwan could no longer be seen amid the blue Calamity Flame.


Cheongheo slowly dropped to his knees.


Ah...


He had thought Jaehwan might do something like this.


Since when?


Perhaps Cheongheo had foreseen this day ever since contaminated turbid energy began flowing from Jaehwan's body.


Was that why Jaehwan had not properly consumed Horned Beast horns?


Jaehwan had already been driven into a dead end.


His enemies were far too powerful. He had been given nowhere near enough time to strengthen his Unique World or build up his power.


In that situation, Jaehwan could do only one thing.


Borrow power from an enemy far stronger than himself.


The problem was the price of borrowing that power.


Cheongheo sprang to his feet and ran toward the barrier.


He repeatedly slashed at it like a madman.


"Brat! Stop! Can you hear me? Brat! Please...!"


His brutal slashes continued, but the barrier did not receive even a scratch. Cheongheo did not stop.


The loud sword strikes finally drew the Generals forward.


"Get lost, insect."


Cheongheo flew back from Dragon Leg Lord Serim's kick.


Even as he flew, he did not look away from the barrier.


Spiritual Pressure was intensifying at a monstrous rate. Something that could no longer be called a living being was being born within it.


Serim, who had been cackling, stopped laughing. Mikata, standing nearby, also stiffened.


Poison King Lord Nokmyeong Chundo asked with a grave expression, "What is that?"


Samyeong Yuha was the first to step forward.


"Samyeong Hun! Open the barrier! What are you standing there like an idiot for? Right now, that bastard is...!"


Samyeong Yuha's voice was cut off.


With a cracking sound, fractures spread across the barrier. The next moment, it shattered in a massive explosion, as though it had never existed at all.


Everyone on the battlefield looked toward it.


Something so terrifying it choked the breath stood beyond the cloud of smoke.


Some fainted simply from sensing it.


Some wet themselves because they could not accept that such a thing existed in the world.


Others became incapable of doing anything just by feeling its power.


All of 《Chaos》 trembled, as though the world itself had been struck by lightning.


At last, a lone puppet emerged from the explosion.


It looked like Jaehwan, but it was not Jaehwan.


The being this world had revered as its one and only king.


[It has been a long time, insects.]


He was the Sole King, Catastrophe.


Footnotes:
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The True Body of the Sole King, Catastrophe, descended.


The descent of an ancient god who had slept for hundreds of thousands of years drew the attention not only of the Lords of the 《Great Realm》, but also of the gods dwelling in the 《Abyss》. The tremor that shook the entire Trunk of the 《Tree of Illusion》 alerted them all to something ominous.


Through the 《Little Brother》 network, the Lords and gods freely speculated about the presence they had sensed.


"...It is the aura of one of the Three Ancient Gods."

"Catastrophe has appeared? How?"

"Could the seal have been broken?"


Their questions differed, but they all led to the same conclusion.


The descent of the Sole King's True Body was an event great enough to shake the entire 《Tree of Illusion》.


"《Chaos》, is it?"


Among those watching the lower reaches of the 《Tree of Illusion》 alongside the gods of the 《Abyss》 was a man.


Like countless other gods, he possessed divinity. Dressed in a pure white coat, with an armband on his shoulder resembling a black scar, he was feared not only by the Lords of the 《Great Realm》, but even by the gods of the 《Abyss》.


Those personally acquainted with him, or those belonging to the organization he led, called him the Rupture Master. The Lords who feared him called him the Lord Hunter.


"Is that where Seolha is?"


The master of 「Rupture」, the largest and most notorious terrorist organization in the 《Great Realm》, looked curiously toward the bottom of the Trunk before turning away.


* * *


At the moment the Sole King Catastrophe descended, the five Generals each reacted differently.


Dragon Leg Lord Serim, the youngest of the Generals, looked bewildered.


Samyeong Hun had warned Serim beforehand. If the worst came to pass, they might encounter the Sole King Catastrophe.


Catastrophe, one of the Three Ancient Gods Serim had only heard of.


Yet now that Serim saw Catastrophe in person, the Sole King did not seem all that impressive. Serim could certainly feel an extraordinary power, but not enough to make Serim cower in fear.


"Doesn't that look manageable?"


The moment Serim looked around, though, that assessment changed.


Black Cloud Lord Mikata, standing nearby, was trembling as if having a seizure. Mikata seemed unable even to stand, kneeling on all fours.


"Lord Mikata?"


Foam bubbled from Mikata's mouth. Mikata was no longer in any condition to hold a normal conversation.


[Even the Generals have declined greatly. Then again, how could a mere insect sense a god?]


"What?"


A powerful Spiritual Pressure erupted from Serim's body.


"No. Stop!"


Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha stopped him.


"Can't you see it?"


Her entire body trembled as she barely resisted her fear. Even after hearing her words, Serim still looked confused.


"What do you mean..."


An eerie laugh came from Jaehwan's mouth.


[You seated someone who has not even crossed the twelfth Adaptation Stage among the Generals. How pathetic.]


Among the five Generals, Dragon Leg Lord Serim alone remained at the boundary between the eleventh and twelfth adaptations. That was why Serim could not properly see the Sole King's true nature.


Just as Jaehwan had been unable to properly see the Sole King's True Body.


[There is one quick-witted one.]


The Sole King Catastrophe examined the Generals one by one with interest. At last, Catastrophe's gaze settled on Poison King Lord Nokmyeong Chundo.


Nokmyeong Chundo was already more than a kilometer away from the expedition force and Catastrophe.


Nokmyeong Chundo looked back and thought,


I will die. If I face that thing, I will vanish without a trace.


For the first time, Nokmyeong Chundo regretted coming here. Had he known this would happen, he would never have left the Great Family.


There were a hundred Lords here, along with five Generals. What use was any of that?


No being could resist a calamity.


Catastrophe's lips curled upward.


[Nokmyeong. I see. You are the ones who analyzed my world and made those things called Soulstones.]


At those words, a shadow appeared behind Catastrophe. It distorted space and time as it stretched out an enormous hand.


Whoosh!


In that brief instant, Nokmyeong Chundo, who had fled several kilometers away, was seized by the shadow's hand and dragged back.


"Argh!"


A moment later, Nokmyeong Chundo appeared through warped space with both arms crushed. Nokmyeong Chundo twisted on the ground like a ruptured grub.


"Ugh... Urgh... Blegh!"


Every Lord there froze.


Poison King Lord Nokmyeong Chundo, the third-ranking figure of the Nokmyeong Great Family.


Nokmyeong Chundo was known to be a thirteenth Adapter. Yet such a Lord had been reduced to that state in an instant.


Almost simultaneously, the one hundred Lords looked in the same direction.


A Lord had appeared beside Catastrophe where the barrier had shattered. Their only hope was there.


The strategist who had led a hundred Lords into 《Chaos》, and the strongest of the five Generals.


Then they saw it.


Their hope was steeped in despair.


Samyeong Hun, Darkness's strategist, stood there with his left eye ruptured and his right leg half-crippled. Looking up at Catastrophe with his sole remaining eye, Samyeong Hun no longer even had the strength to tremble.


Samyeong Hun had thought he knew enough about the Sole King Catastrophe.


He had even read every record of Catastrophe preserved in the 《Akashic Records》, the archive of the 《Great Realm》.


"How... Your power was supposed to have been sealed by the Great Lords of the twelve zones..."


The Akashic Records had said that the Great Lords of the twelve zones had sealed the Sole King in the past.


As a result, the Sole King Catastrophe had supposedly never been able to leave the Strange Factory.


Jaehwan slowly turned to look at Samyeong Hun.


The outward appearance was Jaehwan's, but what filled it was not Jaehwan. As a thirteenth Adapter, Samyeong Hun could feel Catastrophe's power simply by meeting those eyes.


Then something like laughter echoed from somewhere.


[...The Great Lords of the twelve zones?]


It was as if Catastrophe had read Samyeong Hun's mind.


[Those fools sealed me?]


The laughter seemed to have read Samyeong Hun's fear instead.


Living history broke into thunderous laughter. The wilderness shook, and the sky boomed.


The world itself was laughing at Samyeong Hun.


Sweat poured from every pore of Samyeong Hun's body. It felt as though his soul was melting.


Only then did Samyeong Hun realize something.


The Akashic Records had lied.


The Great Lords of the past, who had only been around the current Generals' level, could never have sealed the being before him. The Akashic Records were a fabricated history, invented by the Lords of the past to preserve their honor.


As though confirming that suspicion, Catastrophe spoke.


[Those fools did nothing. They were too busy running away.]


Seeing that lofty bearing, Samyeong Hun felt all strength drain from his body.


Could Darkness face Catastrophe if Darkness came personally?


The Great Lords of the past and those of the present were on entirely different levels. Even so, Samyeong Hun was not certain.


A god powerful enough to subdue a thirteenth Adapter in a single move. Even if all five Generals and all one hundred Lords attacked together, they could not be certain of victory.


Samyeong Hun slowly took a deep breath.


Fortunately, Catastrophe's intentions were still unknown. Their best solution was to somehow get through this situation peacefully.


Samyeong Hun belatedly bowed and asked Catastrophe, "Sole King. We have no intention of opposing you."


[Is that so?]


Catastrophe smiled as though Samyeong Hun's unexpectedly calm response amused him.


Samyeong Hun continued, "We only want the Product you are possessing."


[This one? Then that is unfortunate. I cannot grant that request.]


"Were you not meant to refrain from involving yourself in matters of 《Chaos》? You made such a promise to Big Brother..."


[Never say that name before me again.]


Samyeong Hun flinched from head to toe at the icy voice.


I see. Big Brother.


It seemed Big Brother, not the Great Lords, had sealed the Sole King Catastrophe hundreds of thousands of years ago.


That made sense. If Big Brother was the symbol of the System, it was not strange that Big Brother could subdue the Sole King. Even Samyeong Hun, who had lived for five thousand years, did not know exactly what Big Brother was, or whether Big Brother was even an existence at all.


Samyeong Hun quickly shook his head and continued.


"My apologies. In any case, I understand that you do not keep a Vicegerent because of that."


Not keeping a Vicegerent.


That was the rule the sealed Catastrophe had promised 《Big Brother》 to follow.


Catastrophe gave a short laugh.


[This one is not my Vicegerent.]


"What?"


How could Jaehwan borrow such power without being a Vicegerent?


No, perhaps...


[This one said that even in death, he would not give up his own ‘world.’]


Every Vicegerent had to accept a god's Worldview. Yet that Product had rejected it.


"Then the Sole King's descent is..."


[We made a ‘contract.’]


"A contract..."


[You do not need to know the details. What is certain, though...]


Catastrophe's lips twisted into a wicked smile.


[...is that every one of you will die here.]


At those words, earthquakes began throughout 《Chaos》.


Sandstorms swept in from the eastern desert zone, and massive waves surged in from the Great Sea Zone to the south. Landslides struck in the northern forest zone, while Deadmans ran rampant across the western plains zone.


Samyeong Hun clenched his teeth hard enough to crush them.


"May I take that to mean you have broken your promise with Big Brother?"


Anger filled Catastrophe's eyes.


What a bold fool.


A mere insect of the System dared to threaten Catastrophe by invoking 《Big Brother》?


Even so, a promise was a promise. Catastrophe had an obligation to answer.


[I have not broken my promise.]


"What does that..."


[This is my power, but not my will.]


Rumble!


At the same time, the world began moving toward the Lords.


Samyeong Hun understood Catastrophe's words a moment too late. In the end, it meant this disaster was not caused by Catastrophe, but by Jaehwan's will, the one who had summoned Catastrophe.


"That is a contradiction. That is..."


Samyeong Hun bit his lip and gathered World Force.


The conversation had failed, but it had not been for nothing. During that brief exchange, Samyeong Hun had determined that Jaehwan's body was in an extremely unstable state.


Samyeong Hun recalled one of Catastrophe's powers.


Descent of the Deadman.


It was the Sole King Catastrophe's power to descend by linking to an infected soul.


It was an incomplete descent, so it could not last long.


At most, the descent would last only a few minutes. A human soul was too small a vessel to contain the Sole King.


[Gather together.]


Samyeong Hun quickly sent a Push to the scattered Generals.


[We only need to endure for a moment. Then we can win.]


Collapsing landslides. Raging storms. Floodwaters crashing down. Deadmans charging at them.


The Lords' faces stiffened as they watched nature itself rush toward them.


Each was a warrior worth hundreds, even thousands. They were invincible Lords said to split mountains and part seas.


But those were only figures of speech. How many of them had truly split a mountain or parted the sea?


They now faced nature itself.


"Aaaaargh!"


The Lords' death cries vanished beneath the waves.


World Force that no one dared oppose.


Catastrophe stood proudly at its center and flicked a hand like the conductor of a grand orchestra. A death requiem played by the world. Whenever one phrase of a movement ended, the Lords' screams followed like a chorus.


Samyeong Hun shouted with all his strength.


"Endure somehow!"


His voice broke miserably beneath the waves' assault.


"Ten minutes! No, if we can hold out for five minutes, we win!"


At that moment, the body of Dragon Leg Lord Serim, who had been charging straight at Catastrophe, exploded.


It took only one strike.


The Dragon Legs Serim had prized so highly were torn off and sent flying through the air, as easily as a child pulling a grasshopper's leg.


Then Black Cloud Lord Mikata, surrounded by Black Cloud, let out a shriek and charged Catastrophe.


Mikata was wrapped head to toe in Black Cloud.


Just as Mikata's specialty, Thunderbolt Strike, was about to unfold...


Pshhk.


Silver blood sprayed from the clouds. Along with the Black Cloud Mikata had been so proud of, Mikata's body was crushed and sent down the path to soul extinction.


Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha met the same fate.


She charged Catastrophe with the maximum amount of World Force poured into 「Blade Wind」, her greatest skill.


As the Samyeong Great Family's strongest swordswoman, her swordsmanship was extraordinary. She blocked the approaching landslides, endured the incoming sandstorms, and overcame the surging floods of the Great Sea Zone.


After overcoming all of it, with only three final steps left before reaching Catastrophe, she turned to silver dust and vanished.


Nokmyeong Chundo died last.


Having already lost both arms, Nokmyeong Chundo opened his mouth to release insects.


The poisonous insects the Nokmyeong Great Family took pride in. Each carried an extreme poison, so even one of them escaping could turn the battlefield upside down. The insects alone could not harm the Sole King, but Jaehwan, who served as Catastrophe's vessel, might have been a different matter.


Before Nokmyeong Chundo could fully release the Nokmyeong Great Family's insects, a transparent sword pierced Nokmyeong Chundo's stomach.


[Where do you think you are bringing out something so filthy?]


The Void Sword.


The Sole King's signature weapon, the supreme divine sword that annihilates all living beings, revealed itself.


Screeeech!


The Void Sword was a sword that controlled time.


Nokmyeong Chundo's soul, pierced by its point, rapidly became contaminated, then began to swell uncontrollably.


Mutation.


In an instant, Nokmyeong Chundo's soul became a Deadman, a faithful servant obedient to Catastrophe's words.


Yet Catastrophe only glanced at Nokmyeong Chundo as if disgusted, then turned away.


[Explode.]


Nokmyeong Chundo burst apart like a bloated earthworm. Silver scattered from Nokmyeong Chundo's body splashed directly across Samyeong Hun's face behind him.


Amid the cascading spectacle of silver, Samyeong Hun could not come to his senses.


Screams came from every direction. It was a scene of utter chaos unlike anything found anywhere in the 《Great Realm》. Even the composed Samyeong Hun lost his calm for a moment.


With a terrible ringing in his ears, Samyeong Hun clutched his head and collapsed.


Breathing. Screams. The clash of weapons.


What... was this?


What had happened?


So much blood had flowed that the entire world was filled with silver. Then, after some time passed, the silver drifting around began to settle.


Splash.


The screams that had filled the air also died down.


Samyeong Hun came to his senses. His five senses gradually returned, but he could not feel a single living being nearby.


Not the powerful Generals. Not the valiant Warlords.


...Ah.


Silver splashed with every sound of footsteps.


Someone was approaching Samyeong Hun.


Exactly five minutes had passed before every Lord lost their life. In those five minutes, one hundred Lords had been exterminated like insects.


It was truly a sight worthy of being called a Lord Massacre.


Yes. You won.


At the center of that tragedy, Black Shadow Lord Samyeong Hun looked at the god of calamity approaching him.


But not everything will go as you wish.
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It felt as if his blood vessels were swelling and his head was about to burst.


An explosive sensation unlike anything he had ever experienced swept through his entire body. Without any rhetorical exaggeration, Jaehwan could describe the feeling clearly.


I am omnipotent.


A thrilling shudder ran down his spine. It was a terrifying ecstasy that went beyond awe and reached something like rapture.


This was the power of the Sole King.


It gave him goosebumps. Even though the power was manifesting through his own soul, it did not feel real at all.


It was not simply a power capable of tearing the sky apart or splitting the sea.


It went beyond destroying part of a world. It was the power to rule that world.


That was the strength of the master of Chaos, an ancient god.


Jaehwan understood. The authority Catastrophe was wielding now was the realm at the very end of the path he needed to pursue. He would have to struggle for the rest of his life just to surpass this experience.


What was even more astonishing was that this was not all of Catastrophe’s power. Even Catastrophe had been defeated by Big Brother and sealed here.


How much stronger did he have to become?


When he had first reached 「Hypothesis」, the fourth stage of Awakening, Jaehwan had been confident. A world on another level had opened before him, and his soul had burned with the conviction that he could do anything.


Even Jaehwan felt an enormous wall before him today.


It was so far away.


By the time his thoughts ended, the battle was nearing its conclusion as well. He felt the soul of the Sole King, which had descended into him through the Deadman Link, withdrawing.


A brief voice rang beside his ear.


“You can only call me forth three times in the form of Descent of the Deadman, not as a Vicegerent. Remember that.”


“You have used one this time, so two remain.”


“You will need to call me once when you meet 《Big Brother》. Think of it as having only one chance left to summon me.”


“Your vessel could normally contain me only twice... Consider it the benefit of having a good Companion.”


The one-sided voice cut off there.


A moment later, the link severed, and horrific pain seized his entire body.


His five senses warped, and his mind collapsed. It felt as if cracks were spreading through his soul. Jaehwan realized that his soul had reached its limit.


Through barely opened eyes, he saw the world. Faces appeared through his blood-red vision. He saw the darkness rippling from his body, and the tentacles emerging through it.


Tentacles.


Only then did he realize what he had become.


I see. Have I become a Deadman?


During the time the Sole King had descended, Jaehwan had gained some knowledge of Deadmans.


The definition of a Deadman was simple.


Nonexistence.


Those who existed were the ones who turned time into memories. Deadmans were not permitted memories. Therefore, Deadmans did not exist.


My memories are disappearing...


Jaehwan felt his memories flowing into the void. They had once been Jaehwan, but they were becoming something that was no longer him.


Grrrrr.


To lose oneself. Even if one remained alive, it was no different from death.


He desperately wished someone would kill him. Before all these memories faded away. He wanted to die while he still existed as a whole, complete “self”...


Then, the next moment, he heard a soft rustling sound from somewhere.


Something like a brush, or soft down, touched his entire body. Something was tickling him.


Stop.


But the brush did not stop. It continued to move as if caressing his entire body, as if tenderly stroking him. Thanks to those brushstrokes, Jaehwan realized that he was not vanishing. Someone was holding him in this world as he tried to disappear.


Memories flooded back.


“I told you. Ten billion times.”


He remembered himself speaking calmly as he released his killing intent. It was from when he had first fought Cheongheo.


Old man.


They were the memories of Cheongheo, the Divine Doctor of Despair.


Cheongheo’s memories firmly held Jaehwan’s existence together as it tried to scatter. The images of “Jaehwan” remembered by Cheongheo seeped into Jaehwan’s soul. Some memories were unfamiliar, while others felt strange.


“Those people are dying because the “sea” exists, right?”


“I suppose so.”


“Then I’ll split the sea.”


He was there in those memories.


A reckless, childish man. A child with neither consideration nor manners for others.


Even so, Cheongheo’s gaze upon him had been warm.


At times, Cheongheo had been mischievous. At times, cranky. Yet Cheongheo had never hated him, not even once.


Feelings without the slightest falsehood. Bathed in those feelings, Jaehwan felt warmth filling him from within.


“Brat, brat! Come to your senses!”


Everything was a mess. His ears rang, and his entire body hurt as if it were burning.


“Brat!”


A voice came from far away.


The old man’s voice.


“Brat!”


That damn brat.


How long are you going to call me that?


“Jaehwan!”


Only then did Jaehwan manage a smile.


When he opened his eyes, old man Cheongheo was there, his eyes red despite being over twelve hundred years old.


You did it, old man.


The tainted energy of the Deadman Catastrophe had left behind still remained within his body. But perhaps because Catastrophe bore him no hostility, it stayed quiet without causing any particular rejection.


“What were you thinking, becoming a Deadman? Do you even have a brain in that head of yours...!”


Jaehwan watched Cheongheo struggle to continue and barely raised the corners of his mouth.


“...I trusted you, old man.”


It was not flattery. He meant it sincerely.


Cheongheo was the reason Jaehwan had been able to boldly undergo Mutation. He believed Cheongheo’s unique technique, Deadman Slash, could calm him after he became a Deadman. It had been half a gamble, but that gamble had paid off.


In the distance, Samyeong Hun was gasping for breath. The descent had ended just as Jaehwan was about to strike the final blow, so he seemed to still be alive. His soul had nearly collapsed, though. He would probably die even if they left him alone.


Jaehwan looked around at the ruined surroundings.


Other than Samyeong Hun, none of the Lords were anywhere to be seen. Only the expedition members remained, glancing at him from time to time.


“It’s over...”


A belated sense of release swept through his body.


It really was over.


The Lords would no longer be able to concern themselves with 《Chaos》. They would be busy enough trying to restore the balance of power that had collapsed in the 《Great Realm》.


Now, 《Chaos》 would find true freedom.


...Hm?


Something about the mood around him was strange.


The expedition members should have been drunk on the joy of victory, but their expressions were anything but normal.


Samyeong Hun’s final words crossed Jaehwan’s mind.


“Not everything will go the way you want.”


Samyeong Hun had looked somewhere at the very end. Translucent fragments of a barrier were embedded there. They were pieces of the barrier Samyeong Hun had created.


The barrier had shattered when Catastrophe descended. Fragments of the ceiling that had been playing the footage in particular had cut across the expedition force and embedded themselves in the ground in large pieces.


Hummm...


The fragments had apparently not lost their function yet. They continued replaying the footage they had shown Jaehwan.


Footage showing Jaehwan’s living body.


Every expedition member was watching it. At first, only a few people noticed the scene. But it took no time for two to become three, and ten to become a hundred.


As everyone focused on the footage, Samyeong Hun, whom they had thought dead, slowly lifted his head. A blue light gleamed in his eyes as he looked at Jaehwan.


...In the end, you will be alone.


The expressions of several members watching the footage began to take on an odd hue. It was not the joy of victory, but a completely different kind of emotion.


Samyeong Hun knew exactly what humans called that emotion.


“Fortress Lord.”


The first to speak was James, the chief of the northern checkpoint.


“I apologize, but what exactly is that footage...?”


His voice was stained with uncertainty.


“I once vaguely heard a rumor. That the Fortress Lord was not actually dead, but a living being... I thought it was absurd nonsense...”


“Wait, what does that mean? The Fortress Lord is alive?”


“You mean he isn’t one of us?”


The expedition members began murmuring.


Before Jaehwan could speak, Cayman stepped in.


“Hey. That is not what matters right no-”


“It matters to me.”


James’s voice was cold.


“Whether the Fortress Lord is dead or a living being is an extremely important matter to me.”


What did it matter to the expedition members whether Jaehwan was dead or alive?


Cayman looked around the expedition members, hoping to change the mood. But what Cayman found were more people like James.


“Fortress Lord, we want to know too.”


“Please tell us!”


The mood was growing stranger.


Some of them even asked questions like this.


“...When the Fortress Lord visited the 《Palace of Rebirth》, you obtained the 「Fruit」, didn’t you? Where did all those 「Fruit」 go?”


“Wait, do you think the Fortress Lord gained life through those 「Fruit」?”


Cayman’s sharp voice rang across the battlefield.


“Then how do you explain that footage?”


“The Fortress Lord did not eat the Fruit! The Fortress Lord-”


“...Then what happened to all the 「Fruit」?”


Cayman fell silent.


He could not explain it.


“Cayman! Answer us! You were there too!”


Complaints erupted from every direction. Strangely, Cayman felt as if he could understand the expedition members at the center of those complaints.


I see. They...


People like Cayman, Cheongheo, and Karlton understood what kind of person Jaehwan was. They knew what Jaehwan pursued, and they had vaguely sensed the path he wanted to walk. It would be too much to say they understood Jaehwan, but at least they could accept Jaehwan as a person.


But what about the other expedition members?


To them, the 「Abyss Expedition」 had nothing to do with lofty ideals of changing the world.


They had temporarily united before the terrifying enemy called the Lords, but in truth, they were no more than a ragtag collection of people chasing their own desires. And the desire that drove them had only one name.


「Life」


Therefore, all they sought was the 「Fruit」. But what if they learned that the Expedition Commander leading them was a being unrelated to that desire?


What if their emotional pillar was actually a being entirely different from them? A being that could not understand their suffering, one that could not even share that suffering with them from the beginning?


What if he was a living being?


Cayman turned toward the Fortress Lord with grim eyes. He could not begin to fathom what Jaehwan felt as he calmly met everyone’s gazes.


“Fortress Lord! Please answer us!”


“Fortress Lord!”


The doubt that had gradually spread began turning into something fanatical.


At the center of that madness, Samyeong Hun smiled sinisterly, blue light shining from his eyes.


「Disruption」


The reason people’s emotions had changed so rapidly was actually the transcendent-grade skill 「Disruption」, which he had scattered bit by bit through the barrier fragments. Yet 「Disruption」 could not activate without a trigger. Incitement-type skills could serve as a catalyst, but they could not be the cause.


The darkness buried deep within people’s hearts.


Jealousy and doubt.


That was where every cause lay.


People had relied on Jaehwan, but they had never truly trusted him.
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The expedition had never been structured in a way that could foster trust.


People had trusted Jaehwan because of the overwhelming results he brought, but those results did not guarantee his character.


Now that every event had reached a turning point, the souls of Chaos doubted the protagonist who had achieved the unimaginable.


“Did the Fortress Lord come to Chaos through the 「Narrow Gate」?”


“The Fortress Lord has nothing to do with the Great Families or the Lords, correct?”


It was a belated doubt over whether Jaehwan could truly be trusted. Once the fuse was lit, suspicion spread like fire, feeding on itself.


Every incident they had overlooked without explanation until now became another reason to find fault with Jaehwan.


Yulhen stepped forward belatedly to explain, but it was not simple. There was too much to unravel here. Too many words that could easily sound like excuses.


Yes. That is the limit of you humans.


Samyeong Hun used the last of his strength to adjust the footage from the shattered barrier.


He intended to drive in the final nail.


“How could he...?”


“Oh my god...”


The expedition members gasped at the newly displayed footage. A few already wore faces full of rage. Some could not contain their anger and rushed toward the person in the footage.


“Cayman! What is that footage? What happened?”


“What the hell did you do?”


Held by the expedition members, Cayman stared at the image streaming from the fragments.


It showed the interior of the 《Palace of Rebirth》. It had been near the end of the Rebirth War.


Crack! Crack-crack!


One Fruit, then two...


Crack-crack-crack!


Cayman had seen it. The 「Fruit」 every soul in 《Chaos》 had yearned for shattering in his hands. The hopes that could have restored at least ten lives disappearing in his hands.


“Why would you do such a thing?”


There was no way to quell the seething crowd’s rage.


Even Yulhen and the Hall Masters looked shocked.


It made sense. No one had told them what happened inside the 《Palace of Rebirth》.


Yet it was too late to explain it now.


Would they accept it if he told them he had destroyed the 「Fruit」 because they would become seeds of anxiety? Could people filled with an obsession for life, with desire directed solely toward themselves, accept that...?


Is this the end?


Cayman closed his eyes.


A belated realization gripped him.


Until now, Cayman had thought the expedition nine hundred years ago had failed because of the Lords.


But perhaps that was not true.


The expedition had failed because they were human.


Samyeong Hun silently laughed as he watched the expedition fall apart.


His grand plan had been broken, but not everything had failed. At the very least, he had succeeded in destroying humanity, in destroying 《Chaos》.


Then...


“I ordered him to destroy them.”


Someone spoke.


“I told Cayman to destroy the 「Fruit」.”


The voice was so calm and firm that everyone’s attention gathered in one place. Flustered, Cayman used Push on Jaehwan.


[Fortress Lord, why would you...]


But it was already too late.


“What do you mean by that?”


“Why? Why did you give such an order?”


Complaints erupted. Then James’s bewildered voice suddenly rang out.


“Fortress Lord, is it because you are ‘alive’?”


Silence fell.


It was brief, but that single sentence had enough time to sink into everyone. And in that instant, it formed the one question everyone here wanted answered.


The Fortress Lord was alive. Therefore, he did not need the 「Fruit」. Then why had he...


“...Fortress Lord, what was your real reason for setting out on this expedition?”


The moment that question landed, Cheongheo closed his eyes and Karlton bit his lip. Cayman clenched his fist so tightly it seemed it would shatter.


They already knew the answer.


Because they knew, they hoped Jaehwan would not answer the question. They knew people would not be able to accept his answer.


Fortunately, or unfortunately, Jaehwan remained silent.


Another question piled atop that silence.


“Why? Why did you order the 「Fruit」 destroyed?”


It was less a question than a desperate cry.


Jaehwan still did not answer.


He could not.


These people had lived yearning for a ‘real life.’


They had joined the expedition to reclaim that life.


Perhaps Jaehwan could have told them this.


That a real life could not be gained through something like the 「Fruit」.


Did they think a new life would truly come just because they returned to life?


They would fight the same wars again in the 《Great Realm》, and eventually return to 《Chaos》.


The 「Fruit」 was nothing more than an illusion.


He could have told them that.


But Jaehwan did not speak.


He could not speak, and he should not have spoken.


Nor was he confident he could fully explain it.


Instead, Jaehwan quietly raised his sword.


Several expedition members recoiled a few steps in terror.


But they were not Jaehwan’s target.


Hummmm.


Darkness spread from Jaehwan.


His Unique World was unfolding.


“Fortress Lord, what are you...!”


Before the question was even finished, people realized they had entered Jaehwan’s Unique World.


A Unique World was the very perspective through which a person viewed the world.


Those who entered it could see the world through the eyes of the one who opened it. Inside Jaehwan’s world, the people granted his gaze looked around repeatedly.


What is he trying to do?


Jaehwan was only staring silently above himself.


Before long, they too began to faintly see what Jaehwan was looking at.


“That cannot be...”


A white Thread appeared above Jaehwan’s head, flickering into view.


A link stretching high into the sky, connected somewhere beyond.


“Pineal Thread...?”


Sirwen’s startled voice rang out.


People began to grow excited.


It was real. The Fortress Lord really was alive.


Look. A Pineal Thread was connected to him!


But Jaehwan’s next action turned that excitement into shock.


Dokbul, gripped in Jaehwan’s hand, moved toward the link hanging above his head. The sword moved indifferently, cutting through the line without the slightest hesitation.


Once.


Sparks flew with a grinding crack.


Twice.


Something tore with a sizzling sound.


Three times.


A horrifying sound, the sound of a soul and body being severed.


After that final sound, Jaehwan’s body, which had been breathing weakly in the live footage, crumpled.


What... had he done?


Several shocked expedition members staggered.


What had the Fortress Lord just done?


How could a human do something like that?


As if mocking all of Chaos, only the severed Pineal Thread fluttered and danced in the empty air.


It was an act that denied every one of their lives.


Dokbul calmly returned to its sheath.


As though neither a ‘real life’ nor a ‘false life’ held any meaning.


Jaehwan opened his mouth.


“This is the life I chose.”


A soul free from the life defined by the System spoke.


“I am going to the Abyss to protect this life.”


Then came a silence like death.


After a moment, someone entirely unexpected broke it.


“You mad bastard...! Hahaha! You really were a mad bastard!”


Samyeong Hun threw back his head and laughed, his eyes stretched wide as if they would split.


People turned to Samyeong Hun in surprise. He was still alive?


Samyeong Hun’s soul was only now turning silver and scattering. That laugh had been the last strength he could force out.


“You... You truly...”


Black Shadow Lord Samyeong Hun faded into silver.


At nearly the same moment, several expedition members whose legs gave out stumbled down where they stood.


Crushing fatigue rushed over them.


The unbearable mental shock pressed down on them, and the resolve that had supported them until now collapsed one after another. Everyone lowered their heads in a daze.


As Samyeong Hun’s 「Disruption」 was released, the expedition members regained their senses. Only then did they begin to realize what they had done.


Jaehwan quietly watched them.


One by one.


He looked at everyone who had followed him.


But no one could meet his gaze.


Perhaps they lacked the courage to do so.


Some expedition members were even trembling.


How could they possibly bear it?


That boldness, deciding one’s own life and death.


That determination to advance into the 《Abyss》, even cutting off the way back.


The Sublimity waiting at the end of that path, something they could not even imagine.


Amid that silence, Jaehwan alone looked up at the sky.


Then he quietly turned away.


No one readily stepped forward to support him as he staggered from the lingering shock of Mutation.


They could not.


Guilt. Or shamelessness.


And overwhelming awe.


As they watched Jaehwan stumble forward, everyone there understood.


A path that only the freest soul in the world could walk.


That was what that path was.


Step. Step.


Jaehwan moved farther away with each step.


Belatedly, several people quietly rose and followed behind him. They were the ones who had never doubted Jaehwan from beginning to end.


Cheongheo was first.


Karlton followed.


Then, a step behind, Sirwen looked around and quietly rose to chase after Jaehwan.


In the distance, the door of the Strange Factory warped. Pitch-black darkness swirled in the empty air.


Catastrophe, the gatekeeper of the Abyss, had permitted them passage.


《Abyss》.


That noble darkness opened its mouth and welcomed Jaehwan.


As the sound of his footsteps faded, several Hall Masters lowered their heads.


Yulhen bit their lip in grief.


An endlessly lonely, solitary back.


Cheongheo and Karlton stood at either side, supporting it.


Yulhen smiled weakly.


At least you will not be lonely anymore.


Cayman was watching the scene as well.


More than anything, he wanted to go with them, but he could not. Jaehwan had given him a separate request.


Just as Jaehwan was about to step into the entrance of the Abyss, someone slowly knelt before him.


“My King...!”


It was Yulhen.


As though paying respect to the one and only king, Yulhen properly knelt before Jaehwan.


“My King...”


That was the beginning.


Led by Cayman, several Hall Masters began to kneel as well.


Yoon Yong, Hall Master of the Thunder God Hall, who had lost both eyes.


Kang Hwang, Hall Master of the Fire King Hall, who had lost an arm.


Shin Mugeuk, Hall Master of the Limitless Hall, who had lost his right leg.


Even Aisa, the Fortress Lord of Dryad, once an enemy but now a member of the expedition, and Gal Hwidong, the Fortress Lord of Garuda...


They did not have the courage to follow that path, but they still understood what it meant.


Every one of them knelt before Jaehwan’s path.


Just as all of Gorgon had knelt before him when he first became Fortress Lord, all of 《Chaos》 now knelt before him as he left 《Chaos》.


Countless kings would be born in 《Chaos》 from now on.


But everyone there knew.


They would have only one king.


Please go in peace, our last king.


He did not rule, so he could not reign.


He did not reign, so he was not worshipped.


Even so, he was the King of Chaos.


The last king recognized by 《Chaos》.


Their king was leaving 《Chaos》.
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「I still remember him.」


Yurhen Chiver, Chief Internal Administrator of Fortress 「Carpe Diem」.


* * *


Mino was dreaming.


Kwoooooar!


Monsters surged in from afar like a tidal wave, while humans fought against them.


Above them, the Tower rose endlessly into the sky.


That damned Tower of Nightmares.


It was a dream from when she had still been a 「Product」.


The sounds of people dying. The sounds of them begging to be saved.


Screams and wails. And the looks they left behind.


“You unlucky bitch! The whole team was wiped out because of you.”


“Ptooey! Are you out of your mind, luring monsters over here?”


Contempt and blame had shaped her.


Why? Why?


The questions meant nothing.


Why do I have to hear things like that?


I didn't do anything.


I didn't deliberately bring the monsters here.


The hidden skill 「Lure」.


Her cursed Passive skill put everyone around her in danger.


It was not as if she had wanted this skill, either.


Even after clearing the Tower of Nightmares and reaching the Great Realm, the contemptuous stares never stopped.


She had resolved to die more than once.


She had actually died, too. But Mino had not known that life could continue even after death.


...


What kind of world is this?


What sin did I commit to be cast into a place like this?


“It is no different from being born. We were thrown here regardless of our own choices.”


The one who saved her was the master of one of the Ten Halls of Chaos.


A man known to the world as the Black Forest Hall Master.


“I am the Black Forest Hall Master. Will you come with me?”


That was when she was reborn.


She learned skills to kill others and cultivated strength to protect herself. Mino thought that if she mastered skills and grew stronger, she would someday be able to live like a person.


She was wrong.


Only after more than ten years of training, when she had barely become a Third Adapter, did she learn the truth.


“Even so, we are the dead.”


The moment she heard those words, she understood what she had lived for and what she had lost.


Just when she thought she had finally regained her life, it had already slipped from her grasp.


* * *


Mino opened her eyes at midday.


Languid sunlight streamed through the hospital window and brushed her pale cheek. When she tried to lift her stiff body, every part of her ached from head to toe.


Perhaps this was how a factory shaper or grinder felt when it was switched on for a test after sitting idle for ten years. Every nerve cluster and joint in her body ached as if they had been pulled apart piece by piece.


I have to get up.


Even so, she forced her body into motion. If she did not rise now, she knew she might never rise again.


Creak.


A scream echoed from somewhere within her body. Mino gritted her teeth and endured the pain.


Her right hand was the first to regain sensation. Like a newborn experiencing touch for the first time, she was overwhelmed by the feeling. Tears streamed down her face as she felt every joint in her fingers move.


Yes. This was the feeling.


The feeling she had waited for so desperately...


Mino tried to move her hand a little more. Then she realized something strange.


Something was clenched in her right hand.


A hard, cold solid.


A stone?


A sensation, somehow familiar yet unfamiliar, and desperately missed, flashed through her mind. But she still could not tell exactly what it was.


The next moment, the hospital room door burst open, followed by urgent voices.


“Medical team! Medical team!”


Voices buzzed around her.


“The patient is awake!”


Along with the nurse’s delighted cry, a signal sounded from the machine beside Mino’s bed.


[Treatment has been completed.]

[Soul contamination has fallen below 1%.]

[Congratulations on your complete recovery.]


Memories came rushing back. Her heart began to pound.


By the time the waiting medical team rushed in, the hospital windows were wide open. The wind and sunlight pouring through them made the staff raise their hands to shield their eyes.


“Are you conscious?”


The patient was already sitting up.


“...Mino?”


Her hair, longer after her sleep, fluttered behind her back. Her eyes sparkled like starlight. Her face was too clear and beautiful for a woman once called the Witch of Massacre.


“Where am I?”


Three months after Jaehwan left 《Chaos》, the first person he had met there finally woke up.


* * *


After completing the discharge procedures, Mino stepped outside. The first person to greet her in the Fortress was Claire, who had been designated as her primary guardian.


“...Auntie, you're joking, right?”


“It's true.”


“You really became the Finance Horn Lord? You're not kidding?”


“I said it's true.”


Claire, the Finance Horn Lord, sighed as she looked at Mino, who had been asleep for nearly half a year.


Mino had slept for far too long. Strictly speaking, the fact that she had survived at all was a miracle. Her soul had been on the brink of Mutation, yet she had recovered so completely.


“What happened while I was asleep?”


“It’s a long story.”


Claire considered it. How could she possibly explain everything that had happened? Was it even possible to explain?


So Claire decided to start with the most important news.


“What do you mean, a king was born in Chaos?”


“Yes.”


“Who is it?”


A moment later, Mino stared blankly at Claire before bursting into laughter.


“You're teasing me, right? That person became king?”


“More precisely, he was king. Past tense.”


“Ahahaha! Why not say horned beasts and Deadmans became humanity’s friends while you're at it?”


Mino laughed as though she had heard an incredible joke. Claire let out a deep sigh as she watched her.


Right. Mino was the type who only came to her senses after seeing it for herself.


Then Mino’s bright laughter abruptly stopped.


“C-Claire? W-why is that thing here?”


Mino trembled from head to toe as she stood with Claire supporting her. Claire looked in the direction Mino was pointing.


A strange creature was casually walking through the middle of the city.


A horned beast. One with seven horns, at that.


Mino looked ready to faint as the Seven-Horned Beast growled at her. It was midday, and they were inside the Fortress. Why was a horned beast wandering through the city in broad daylight?


“Easy. Calm down.”


The one-armed man leading the Seven-Horned Beast spoke in a familiar tone. He patted its belly a few times, and it let out a pleased cry.


Grrrrr.


The Seven-Horned Beast rubbed its head against the man’s hand like a pet.


Mino thought there had to be something wrong with her eyes.


“...Am I still not awake?”


But that was only the beginning. After a line of horned beasts passed by, Mino was just starting to relax when she spotted black tentacled monsters following some distance behind them.


The moment she saw one open its black mouth wide at her, her mind went blank.


“F-F-Deadmans...?”


A Deadman stepped close, and its tentacle gently stroked one side of her cheek.


Less than an hour after waking up, Mino fainted again.


* * *


Two hours later, Mino sat at an outdoor stall, looking exhausted as she spoke to Claire.


“Claire, let me see if I understand.”


Claire nodded.


“Three months ago, one man brought down the 《Palace of Rebirth》.”


Claire nodded.


“Then the four great Fortresses of 《Chaos》 were united.”


Claire nodded twice.


“...The united 《Chaos》 built a new Fortress on the site where the Strange Factory used to be.”


Mino looked around with fresh eyes as she continued.


“The Fortress is called 《Carpe Diem》. I am inside it right now. And inside this Fortress...”


Deadmans, horned beasts, and humans walked through the city without interfering with one another. Occasionally, several excited Deadmans even gave humans high fives.


Mino barely managed to continue.


“Inside this Fortress... horned beasts, Deadmans, and humans are living together. As if they are close friends.”


“That is right. You understood it well.”


Claire clapped in satisfaction, while Mino trembled.


After shaking for some time, Mino sprang to her feet and shouted.


“How does any of that make sense?”


Mino only accepted that it did make sense after staying awake all night.


《Chaos》 had become an entirely different place while she slept.


Horned beasts, Deadmans, and humans, who had once been hostile to one another, had put the past behind them and reached a new turning point for the future around the Fortress of 《Carpe Diem》.


It was because of an agreement between the King of Humans, the Factory Master of the Strange Factory, and Catastrophe, the Sole King.


“Until the war against the Lords is over, the three races will enter a provisional alliance.”


A Grand Alliance built around a single Fortress.


The great unification that had been considered absolutely impossible for thousands of years had come to pass.


And at the center of all those miracles stood one man.


“...What did you even do before you left?”


Mino muttered as she looked at Jaehwan’s hero statue standing in the center of the Fortress.


Three months ago, he had arrived in 《Chaos》 with a bewildered look on his face.


Now, she was told that man had become the King of 《Chaos》.


He had made the terrifying Ten Hall Masters and the four great Fortress Lords kneel.


He had even slaughtered the dreadful Lords of the 《Great Realm》.


Mino gave a bitter smile as she looked at Jaehwan’s hero statue, its sword raised toward the sky.


...Now you are stabbing the sky.


The hero statue had been made by the Deputy Workshop Master of Twilight Dusk.


A short inscription was carved beneath it.


“The Last King of Chaos.”
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After Jaehwan left, no new king was chosen in 《Chaos》.


Cayman, the Outer Chief Administrator of 《Carpe Diem》, Yulhen, the Chief Internal Administrator, and every Horn Lord had refused to elect a new king.


A king who neither reigned nor ruled, yet brought freedom to Chaos.


To ensure they would not forget him, the people left the throne permanently vacant.

Some people in 《Chaos》 even called him the Sole King.


“...Isn’t Sole King what we call Catastrophe?”

“Here, Sole King means ‘that person’ now.”


Over the past three months, 《Chaos》 had undergone enormous changes, both within and beyond its borders.


As 《Carpe Diem》, the heart of Chaos, prospered, factions hostile to 《Carpe Diem》 began to emerge along the outskirts.

They were members of hostile factions, former subordinates of the twelve-zone Lords. After dying in the 《Great Realm》, those subordinates had arrived here.


Mino, who had been listening to the story, asked in alarm.


“Isn’t that bad? How are we supposed to beat the Lords’ subordinates? They must be at least Fourth Adapters.”

“We can beat them now.”


Mino only understood that confidence after seeing the Tower of Awakening Jaehwan had left behind.


The tower bore the same name as this fortress. Countless people came and went from it, repeating grueling training.


“Hey, that isn’t how you do a Stab! Look, you have to stab this hard!”


Many residents of 《Chaos》 no longer walked the path of Adaptation. They had turned their backs on the System and gained a new power in return.


「Awakening」.


It was the final gift the departed king had left for 《Chaos》.


Watching hundreds train their Stabs to enter the Tower of Awakening, Mino asked,


“So we can fight even a ninth Adapter now...?”

“Yeah.”


The fifth and sixth Adaptations had already seemed unimaginably far away, yet now they were talking about the ninth.


Mino could not even begin to grasp the power contained in that number. As she carefully counted on her fingers, Claire continued.


“Of course, that doesn’t mean we can stop every Adapter. It’s too early to relax. The ninth is only the beginning. The 《Great Realm》 has plenty of Lords at the Warlord rank who surpass the ninth. Some have even been crossing over lately.”


After Jaehwan destroyed the 《Palace of Rebirth》 and carried out the 「Lord Massacre」 against more than a hundred Lords, the ninth zone where the Black Shadow Strategist had once been became the 《Great Realm》’ largest battlefield.


Not a moment passed without bloodshed. Because of that, hundreds, even thousands of dead crossed into 《Chaos》 every day.


The war had grown so fierce that many Warlord-class Adapters were among them.


“What Adaptation are Warlord-class Adapters?”

“The tenth or eleventh.”

“...Just how strong are they?”

“I heard they can destroy a mountain with one blow.”

“Good god...”


Mino’s face went pale.


“What if they come after this place? We can’t stop someone at the tenth or eleventh rank.”

“That’s right. It would be impossible with human strength alone.”


Mino hesitated at those words. Claire sounded far too calm for someone talking about the impossible.


Impossible with human strength alone.


It sounded as though they were borrowing the power of something other than humans.


Come to think of it, something was strange.


If three months had passed since Jaehwan left, quite a few Warlord-class Lords should have invaded this place by now. How had they stopped the invasions so far?


Perhaps noticing her curiosity, Claire spoke.


“You know that Lord-class Adapters appear at different Summoning Grounds when they die, right?”

“...Yeah.”


The saying that only the lucky ones succeed did not apply only to the 《Great Realm》. Not in life, nor after death. There was no place fair to everyone.


“I heard their souls are summoned to the 《Palace of Rebirth》.”


The process after death itself differed for powerful high-rank Adapters. Lord-class Adapters in particular were supposed to be born in the 《Palace of Rebirth》 the moment they died.


Mino pressed her.


“So what about it?”

“Well, it’s a little complicated... The Factory Masters of the 「Strange Factory」 adjusted that Summoning Ground this time. So its location changed.”


They changed the location of a Summoning Ground?


Was that even possible?


No, more importantly...


“It changed? To where?”

“Here.”

“...Huh?”

“When Lords die, they resurrect here in 《Carpe Diem》.”


Mino struggled to understand what that meant. A moment later, she screamed.


“...Here?”

“Yeah.”


Claire’s calm answer made Mino look as though she was about to faint.


“You said we can’t stop Warlord-class Adapters! Then why would you make them resurrect inside the fortress?”


Claire did not look flustered at all.


“Well, to be exact, they do not resurrect here. They resurrect over there, deep inside.”


Claire pointed toward the fortress’s interior, to its deepest reaches.


* * *


The deepest part of the fortress, 《Carpe Diem》.


A brilliant light rose from the Summoning Ground, and a naked man appeared with a grimace. He looked confused for a moment, then made a small cut on his fingertip. Only then did his expression turn certain.


“...Fuck. So I really died.”


He was the Black Dog Lord, a Warlord of the ninth zone.


“I told you, being loyal like a dog gets you nowhere.”


Startled by the voice beside him, the Black Dog Lord turned around. Looking closer, he recognized one of the ninth zone’s Warlords, someone who had fought at his side across the battlefield until just moments ago.


“What the hell, Jake? You died too?”

“How could I survive when Black Dog died?”


The Lord’s expression twisted at the words Black Dog.


There had been a time when that title was glorious. He had lived as a Warlord of the ninth zone for four hundred years. He fought and fought for Darkness, only to be discarded like a dog in the end.


...Maybe I should join the fifth zone next time.


As he wallowed in misery, Warlord Jake spoke.


“Putting that aside, where are we?”

“I have no idea either.”


The Black Dog Lord muttered as he looked around at the pitch-black darkness. He did not recognize this place.


“I heard the dead go to the 《Palace of Rebirth》.”

“Does this look like that place to you?”


The Black Dog Lord nodded.


“Looks like the rumor that the 《Palace of Rebirth》 was destroyed was true after all.”


There had been such rumors lately. A terrifying faction had appeared in Chaos and destroyed the Palace of Rebirth. They said that faction possessed enough power to threaten Lieutenant Generals and low-grade Warlords.


The Black Dog Lord did not believe it, of course.


Chaos was still Chaos.


A place where those who could not even become Lords strutted around like they were the strongest. Those people destroyed the Palace of Rebirth? Ridiculous.


The Lords probably fought among themselves and destroyed it. They said the Fruit was almost gone too.


The Black Dog Lord stretched and smacked his lips.


“It’s been a while since I died. Should I rest and loosen up a little? Maybe sample some Chaos women too.”


Since he was dead anyway, the Black Dog Lord decided to make the best of it. He turned to the side and muttered,


“Hey, Jake, what are you going to do no-”


The Black Dog Lord could not finish his sentence.


Jake’s face, which had been right beside him, was gone.


Jake’s body, truly missing everything above the neck, dropped to its knees as silver light poured from it like a waterfall.


“...Jake?”


A chill ran from his head to his toes. The Black Dog Lord could not move.


What was this? What kind of being could do this without making a sound?


[Another insect has come.]


A grotesque voice echoed from within the darkness.


It carried an overwhelming presence that had reached divinity, a rank that transcended existence.


[Burst.]


That was the last sound the Black Dog Lord heard.


* * *


A week after leaving the hospital room, Mino made a small decision.


Claire looked up at her with worry written across her face.


“You’re really going in?”

“Yeah.”

“You could die after going insane. Were you even listening to me?”


Even at Claire’s sharp tone, Mino only shrugged. Her gaze was fixed on the Tower of Awakening.


“I don’t care.”


It was not high enough to pierce the sky, nor wide enough to contain the world. Compared to the other Towers of Nightmares, it looked small and shabby.


Even so, Mino felt a strange sense of relief as she looked at it.


She heard the inside of the tower was hell. The utmost pain a human could experience awaited within.


Yet the faces of those entering the tower were never dark.


“I want to know too.”


She did not say what she wanted to know, but Claire understood anyway.


“Fine. Go, then. Damn girl...”


Claire turned away, breathing out sharply. Mino smiled faintly as she watched Claire’s back tremble.


Thank you, Auntie.


One step at a time.


Mino joined the line of people entering the tower and moved forward. As she walked, she slipped a hand into her pocket.


She felt a hard stone.


She knew what it was.


A Return Stone.


The stone had been clutched in her hand when she woke in the hospital room.


According to Claire, he had come to the hospital room himself on the day he left for the 「Strange Factory」. He had placed the stone in her hand before leaving.


She quietly savored the hard, cold feel of it. Then the brief memories she shared with him passed through her mind one by one.


Remembering them made Mino feel a little strange.


Why did he save 《Chaos》?


The more she thought about it, the less she understood.


The Jaehwan she knew was indifferent and cold. He showed a human side at times, but fundamentally, he did not like other people much.


Yet he saved this world. A world of the dead with whom he had no connection at all...


Then Mino remembered the words she had muttered just before losing consciousness. The words that had ultimately become the last thing she said to him.


“Please don’t give up on this world.”


...No way.


She shook her head and kept walking. As the tower entrance drew close, Mino began to understand the expressions of the people walking toward it.


A sensation that felt a little ticklish, yet made her heart swell at the same time. Hope that she might be able to do something was slowly blooming inside her.


A quiet laugh escaped her.


A man who wanted to destroy the world had left hope behind in this world. What an ironic thing.


Then, a little later, another thought came to her.


No, perhaps... this was also a kind of destruction.


As she felt her body sink into the tower, Mino looked up at the bright sky of 《Chaos》.


Somewhere above that sky, somewhere in the 《Abyss》, he would be there. With the same expression and the same way of speaking, fighting against the world.


Will I one day be able to see a world like yours, too?


She did not know whether the world he envisioned held salvation or not. Still, she quietly imagined what that world looked like.


Strangely, in her imagination, that world took the form of a small tree.


A tree with lonely branches stripped of leaves, and solitary roots with no ground to rely on.


Even so, Mino did not feel lonely when she thought of that world.


Because even if everyone in the world betrayed it, there was one person who would protect it to the very end.


A world protected by one man.


Its name was The World After the Fall.


Footnotes:
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「Have you finally become a god? Congratulations! You are undoubtedly one of the 0.000001% of Higher Beings who have climbed through thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of years.


But after the congratulations comes one piece of bad news. The 《Abyss》 is already crawling with gods like you.


Of course, most of them are losers pushed out of the mainstream, blockheads who would not be surprising to see stripped of their divinity at any moment. Worried you might end up like them?


Do not be.


The fact that you, a newly ascended god, are reading this means that Minerva, the Goddess of Fortune, is blessing you. Follow my advice, and you will never suffer a loss in the 《Abyss》.


Now that you have become a god, there must be many things you want to do right away.


Perhaps you are dying to boast about the crude Worldview you created yourself (please restrain yourself), develop amazing 「Settings」 like the other gods, or fill it with impressive 「Parts」.


Good. They are all good ideas.


Still, before you indulge in such luxuries, remember that there is something you must do first.


What is it?


“It is recruiting Followers.”


It is such an important matter that I deliberately used quotation marks. Yet you, who became a novice god without knowing a thing, might ask this:


“Why must I recruit Followers?”


What a foolish question. For reference, I remember answering a novice god who once asked me that very question with this:


“Hey, what do you think a 「god」 even is?”」


Written by Pierre, God of Madness,

From 『101 Tiny Tips for Beginner Gods』


What was the most dangerous Site in the 《Abyss》?


Once, the idle gods of the Abyss debated that very subject. Some claimed that the First Site, said to have been created by Big Brother, was the most dangerous. Others argued that the borderlands of the Fourth Site, where the Mad God resided, were the most dangerous. Those Sites truly were dangerous. Still, Big Brother and the Mad God were disasters that ordinary residents of the 《Abyss》 would never encounter.


The 《Abyss》 also had places full of threats that were far more ordinary and realistic. One representative example was the Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉.


Within 〈Caspion〉, there was a place called the Blue Grove Restricted Zone. A guest had arrived in this place, feared by all Vicegerents and Followers of the 《Abyss》.


Rustle.


A boy emerged from the depths of the thick grove.


He looked seventeen, perhaps eighteen. Calling him a mere boy did not do him justice. With skin so fine that he could have passed for a beautiful girl and strikingly bright features, he was better described as a beautiful young man.


After tilting his head and looking around for quite some time, the beautiful young man spoke.


“Excuse me, God-nim.”


He was clearly alone, with no one around him. Yet his tone was far too clear for that of a traveler who had gotten lost and was calling out for a god.


“God-nim? Please answer me.”


He spoke as though there were an obvious listener.


A moment later, a voice surprisingly came from the empty air.


[What is it now?]


It sounded like the voice of a sulky little girl.


“Is this really the place?”


[I told you it is.]


“But no matter how much I look, there's nothing here. How could there be a Fishing Spot in a place like this?”


All he could see were trees and weeds. The atmosphere was gloomy, too.


Whenever the bushes trembled, the boy’s heart pounded with them.


“Can’t we just go back? I’m seriously scared to death. What if a Lost One suddenly appears?”


[That again?]


The voice of the god called Andersen let out a sigh.


[Runald, do you think Lost Ones are that common? Hundreds of thousands of years have passed since the Three Ancient Gods fell. No matter how many Followers they had, nearly all of them should be dead by now. And even if a Lost One does appear, there is no need to be afraid.]


“Why not?”


[Why ask something so obvious? I’m here.]


“...You, God-nim?”


[Ahem. That’s right! As long as Naked Andersen's here, you're one hundred percent safe!]


Runald silently sighed.


[What was that sigh? It feels strangely unpleasant.]


“No, it was nothing.”


[Say it. What are you thinking?]


“It’s nothing important.”


What if I had not become Andersen-nim’s Follower? Runald did not bother to say the rest aloud.


“No matter how I look at it, I don’t think there is a Fishing Spot here.”


[I told you there is.]


“Do we really have to come all the way here to recruit Followers?”


Every one of their misfortunes had begun because of that damned recruitment of Followers.


Followers. Simply put, souls who believed in gods.


Every god in the 《Abyss》 needed their own Followers. Unlike Vicegerents, for whom even one was enough, the number of Followers determined a god’s power. The more Followers a god had, the stronger that god became.


The foundation needed to wield more powerful World Force or use rare Settings and Parts all depended on the “number” of Followers.


Followers are power.


There was even a saying like that.


At any rate, due to that fierce competition to recruit Followers, there was not a soul in the 《Abyss》 who did not belong to some god.


In such an overheated system of competition, weak gods had only two ways to obtain Followers.


First, seduce another god’s Followers.


This was the so-called “headhunting” method popular among mid-grade and high-grade gods. In simple terms, they offered better conditions than other gods and poached Followers from another faction.


Yet only mid-grade and high-grade gods could use that method. Worse, using it carelessly could start a Holy War with another god. Weak low-grade gods had no choice but to choose another method.


Second, fish for new Followers at a Fishing Spot.


This was the second method currently being used by Runald and the low-grade god Andersen.


“Who on earth told you there was a Fishing Spot here, God-nim? Who tricked such an innocent god?”


[...I just had my fortune read at one of Minerva’s affiliated shops.]


Unable to withstand Runald’s irritation any longer, the low-grade god Andersen finally confessed.


“You don't mean that damned Minerva, Goddess of Fortune, who runs 《Monthly Fortune Store》, do you?”


[...That Minerva.]


“How much did you pay?”


[About three hundred trust...]


Runald began to scream silently.


Flustered, Andersen hurriedly began making excuses.


[B-but it came up at Minerva’s card shop! Today’s fortune said north-northwest of Caspion, blue, forest, and water!]


“...”


[If it's a blue forest north-northwest of Caspion, it can only be the Blue Grove Restricted Zone! And if it said water, that naturally symbolizes a Fishing Spot!]


“So?”


[H-huh?]


“Surely that isn't all? That damned card reading must have said something else too.”


[It said that if we went there, we would meet a benefactor...]


“Ah, and that benefactor means a Follower...”


[That’s right!]


Runald stopped walking.


A long silence settled between them. A bleak wind blew from somewhere.


“God-nim.”


[...Yes.]


“Did you do something wrong, or not?”


[I did something wrong.]


“Let’s go back.”


[Okay.]


Runald sighed deeply enough to make the ground cave in, then turned his back on the grove. His trudging steps were lifeless. Andersen did not speak either, perhaps because she was sulking.


Somehow, the entire world felt limp, like cotton soaked in water.


Was I too harsh?


Seeing Andersen so dejected made Runald feel a little sorry.


Aside from Runald, her only Vicegerent and Follower, there was no one in the 《Abyss》 who believed in the low-grade god Andersen.


Having only one Follower meant that Andersen’s Worldview could disappear at any time.


“God-nim, are you sulking?”


Andersen was sulky and easily offended, but Runald did not dislike her.


Whenever he heard Andersen’s voice, Runald remembered the younger sister he had lost as a child. That was also why Runald never betrayed Andersen, even though she was only a low-grade god. She was the only family he had left after losing his hometown and blood relatives.


...Whatever.


“God-nim, should we look a little longer?”


[Huh? Really?]


Hearing Andersen’s voice brighten in an instant, Runald gave a bitter smile.


“It would be nice if I got a junior, too. We have already been scammed by Minerva, so should we not at least get our money’s worth?”


Andersen was a low-grade god, but she was still a god. A god for whom having more Followers was everything. How could she not want to become stronger?


Besides, according to the stories, Andersen had originally been a high-grade god of the 《Abyss》. Had she not been betrayed by her fellow gods, she would probably have been one of the high-grade gods ruling over a medium-sized Site by now.


In a sense, Runald was grateful for Andersen’s misfortune. Without the misfortune she had suffered, Andersen and Runald would never have been bound together as god and Follower.


“Huh?”


That was when a certain scent drifted into Runald’s nose.


[Huh? What is it?]


“God-nim, do you not smell water from somewhere?”


[...I don't have a nose, so I don't know.]


Ignoring that, Runald hurriedly began searching the area. The scent of water gradually grew closer. Andersen, who had noticed something as well, held her breath.


After searching for some time, they came to a small clearing where the thick grove ended.


Runald stared blankly at the center of the clearing, then let out a voice that was almost a scream.


“I-it's there! It’s there! It’s really there, God-nim!”


[W-wow!]


A small pond rippling with radiant silver light lay there.


It was a place called a Fishing Spot in the 《Abyss》. At last, the secret place where new souls were pulled up had appeared before them.


* * *


Most Fishing Spots known to the public had already been claimed by the forces of high-grade gods. Pressured by the territorial demands of those high-grade gods, low-grade gods naturally had no choice but to use places designated as “public Fishing Spots.”


Even there, a soul only surfaced once every few hours, sometimes once every several days. Competition between low-grade gods was fierce as well, making it nearly impossible for a low-grade god to obtain a Follower.


Yet the low-grade god Andersen and her Vicegerent Runald had discovered a brand-new Fishing Spot.


“D-does this mean we might really get a new Follower?”


[W-what should we do if we do?]


Newly discovered Fishing Spots were generally known to have healthy spiritual veins, which drew in many souls wandering the 《Peripheral Worlds》.


[What if we catch a whole bunch?]


“W-what should we do?”


[We can gather tons of Followers, change our Settings, and buy loads of Parts!]


“Change Settings? You know you have to change my Setting first, right?”


[Of course!]


“And don't forget my exclusive Parts!”


[Absolutely!]


The two, who got along remarkably well, already wore arrogant expressions as though they were Big Brother himself.


[We will get stronger and stronger, become high-grade gods, then top-grade gods...]


How long had they been chattering away?


When Runald finally came to his senses, he realized that an hour had passed since he cast his fishing rod.


“God-nim. Is it normally this hard to catch anything?”


[Hmm.]


Three hours passed.


“Why are we not catching anything?”


[Wait a little longer. They say fishing for souls is fishing for time.]


“Where did you hear that one?”


[I read it in the fortune section of Monthly Fortune.]


Five hours passed.


“...God-nim.”


[...]


At last, after a full day had passed, they concluded that something had to be wrong.


“Why are we not catching anything?”


[Haa...]


“That damned Minerva, that... goddess! God-nim! Let’s go beat that goddess up!”


[...Minerva is a high-grade god. Someone like me is beneath her notice.]


“I know.”


Runald wore a gloomy expression.


They had finally found a new Fishing Spot, but they could not see a single soul, much less a fish. Perhaps this Fishing Spot had already been discovered long ago. Was it a place where everyone had given up fishing because no souls ever bit?


[Runald.]


“...Yes?”


[Did that move a little just now?]


At that moment, Runald looked at the float.


Suddenly, the fishing rod jerked sharply, and a heavy sensation began to press against his fingertips.


“Uh, uhh?”


Something was hooked. It was hooked, but...


“Argh! God-nim! I think I caught something enormous!”


An ordinary soul would lose strength and rise up with just a slight flick of the rod. This soul, however, was anything but ordinary.


“What World could this soul be from? Could it be the martial world?”


Souls from the 《Peripheral Worlds》 varied greatly in strength depending on their World.


Souls who had been active in the martial world were especially difficult to reel in because they had such strong energy and high Spiritual Pressure.


[Something is strange about this.]


Andersen seemed to have sensed that something was wrong as well. Through Runald, she began wielding World Force.


Then...


[It isn't coming from the Peripheral Worlds.]


“What? Then where is it coming from?”


[Chaos.]


“W-what do you mean?”


A soul from 《Chaos》 had been caught on their fishing rod?


Runald had never heard of such a thing.


[This will not do! Take off your clothes first!]


“...Haa.”


Runald looked as though he had resigned himself to something. Wearing an expression that said, So it has come to this after all, he quickly bit down on the fishing rod and tore off his shirt.


His skinny ribs were revealed.


[That scrawny chest hasn't changed.]


“Just activate the Setting already!”


Soon, his Setting, 「Naked」, was activated, and Runald’s skinny body instantly swelled with muscle. His bulging biceps pulsed fiercely as a powerful wave erupted from the center of the pond.


Even then, it was not enough.


“What on earth did we catch that-”


Runald literally squeezed out every last ounce of strength he had.


After straining for a long time, something finally began to drag onto land.


“...Good heavens.”


At the end of the line was an unconscious man.


He had unkempt black hair. Silver dust streamed continuously from all over his body, as though he had fought a fierce battle somewhere. His clothes had apparently torn away on the way here, leaving him completely naked.


And...


He is holding a sword?


The man held a sword in his right hand and a scabbard in his left. The words Dokbul, elegantly engraved on the scabbard, stood out in particular.


Is he really from the martial world?


Runald swallowed and reached a hand toward the man.


His level was low, but Runald was still a god’s Vicegerent. Determining this man’s level should have been easy enough-


[Good heavens, he has World Force.]


A chill rose in Runald’s chest. He quickly pulled his hand back and asked,


“What did we catch, God-nim? Could he be another god’s Vicegerent?”


But that made no sense.


There could not be a god’s Vicegerent in 《Chaos》. Vicegerents existed only in the 《Abyss》.


[...He isn't a Vicegerent.]


“What? Then...”


Andersen fell silent for a long time.


Just as that silence began to feel like an omen of something ominous, Andersen’s voice finally rang out. Her trembling voice quietly echoed through the desolate Fishing Spot.


[Runald, I think... I think we caught a god.]
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A short while later.


With the man laid neatly on the shore beside the pond, Runald and Andersen began arguing.


[There is no doubt about it. I am telling you, he is a god!]


"That cannot be true."


[No, he is a god. Even if he is not, he is at least something close to a god. You need to have a little more faith in your god.]


Listening to that sophistry, Runald glanced at the man.


The man had an incredibly well-built body. His muscles were firmly developed, but more than that, they were remarkably balanced.


He had a beautiful soul, but...


Within the 《Tree of Illusion》, in places such as 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》, one could not improve their physique simply by exercising. Bodies here were based not on matter, but on the soul.


In other words, to have such a balanced body here, one had to devote just as much effort to refining their soul.


"Either way, this man cannot possibly be a 「God」. There cannot be a 「God」 with a soul form."


There were no gods with soul forms. Everyone in the 《Abyss》 knew that.


"All gods exist as ‘concepts’ and only become ‘beings’ through their Vicegerents. It is the most fundamental principle of the 《Abyss》."


Andersen looked slightly flustered by Runald's sudden philosophical argument.


[...Runald, are you showing off to me right now?]


"You taught me that yourself, God-nim."


It sounded complicated, but it was not difficult to understand. In the end, it was only a fancy way of saying that no god could use their power without a Vicegerent. In fact, every resident of the 《Abyss》 knew what Runald had said.


[Hmm, did I?]


"You told me as soon as I arrived in the 《Abyss》."


Gods existed through Vicegerents, and Vicegerents lived through gods.


They possessed the strongest miracles, yet could never exist alone.


That was the paradoxical nature of gods, as Runald understood them.


"Anyway, this man can never be a 「God」. He might be another god's Vicegerent or Follower, though. Especially since I can sense World Force from him..."


Runald trailed off, his expression stiffening. Andersen asked in an oddly delighted voice,


[It seems you have noticed something, Runald.]


"What in the world is this person?"


[You just said he could be a Vicegerent or Follower.]


"No, now that I think about it, that cannot be right. This man came from 《Chaos》, did he not? As far as I know, there are no gods in 《Chaos》."


As far as Runald knew, the 《Abyss》 was the only place where gods existed. Yet this man had come from 《Chaos》. It was impossible for him to be a god's Vicegerent or Follower. Naturally, where there were no gods, there could be no Followers or Vicegerents.


Andersen saw things a little differently.


It was not that there were no gods in 《Chaos》.


There was one truly terrifying god there. Perhaps one even more terrifying than the highest-ranking gods of the 《Abyss》.


Andersen did not bother telling Runald about that god. There was no way that god could have made a Vicegerent.


"Are you sure this soul came from 《Chaos》?"


[I swear it on my dignity.]


"And are you sure he is a god?"


[If he is neither a Follower nor a Vicegerent, then he must be the god himself.]


"...Just because something is not a rat does not mean it is a cat."


Runald looked doubtful.


"God-nim, please tell me already. You must have some idea why you looked at this man and immediately said, ‘He is a god!’"


Gods were not gods for nothing. They drifted through knowledge and vast information that humans could never hope to reach.


If a god spoke with certainty, there had to be a reason.


[Runald, have you ever heard the story of the strong rat?]


"...What?"


Andersen began telling a story as if reciting a fairy tale.


[Long ago, there was a rat. It was quite an unusual rat. As the title of the story says, it was a ‘strong rat.’ It did not eat scraps discarded by others. It hunted its own food. After hunting and hunting, the rat became incredibly strong. It had the body of a rat, but rejected the identity of a rat, eventually becoming something beyond a rat.]


Without realizing it, Runald became absorbed in Andersen's story.


[When it came to its senses, the rat realized it could fight even cats, the higher predators. Not only that, it realized that other rats feared it. You could say the height of its gaze had changed. The ones who could now look at that rat as equals were no longer fellow rats, but cats. At that moment, the rat realized something.]


"What?"


[Ah. I am no longer a rat.]


"...You just made that story up, did you not?"


Andersen did not answer.


Then, in the next moment, Runald realized something, as though he had become the rat in that story.


"God-nim, that story just now..."


[I call rats like that ‘Awakened Ones.’]


Awakened Ones.


The moment Runald heard that word, his body trembled.


He had heard plenty about Awakened Ones. Was 「Rupture」, the legendary terrorist organization that opposed the Lords of the 《Great Realm》, not also a group of Awakened Ones?


[Beings who transcend the limits of their species and reach the status of gods. Deformed rats who create their own worlds, while also becoming the Vicegerents of those worlds themselves. Heretics of the System, who can hunt even cats, the higher predators, through their own efforts alone.]


Beings who retained soul forms while possessing divinity.


Only Awakened Ones could exist like that in this world.


"T-then, is this man an Awakened One?"


[I cannot be certain, but it is possible. Especially if he came from 《Chaos》...]


Andersen recalled what she had heard through 《Little Brother》 not long ago. There had recently been reports of those rare Awakened Ones appearing in 《Chaos》.


Runald asked in a slightly fearful voice,


"Could he be from 「Rupture」?"


[No. Those Rupture bastards would not be this careless.]


The appearance of an unaffiliated Awakened One.


Runald, who was still only a novice Vicegerent, could not fully grasp what kind of upheaval this could bring to the 《Abyss》.


"So what are you going to do with him?"


[I have been thinking about that. Our choice may change depending on whether this man is a proper god or not.]


"Change? How?"


[He could become a Companion, or...]


Runald began to feel a strange urge.


It was an overwhelming hunger.


After living with Andersen for so long, Runald now understood this sudden synesthesia.


A Vicegerent was the being who understood their god best in this world. They understood so deeply that they could even be affected by their god's emotions.


"God-nim?"


When Runald asked in an oddly miserable voice, his god replied.


[Runald, there is a way to find out for certain whether this man can become our Companion.]


Why was it that Runald did not want to know what that method was?


Of course, his god showed no mercy.


[Let us try eating that.]


* * *


Ten minutes later.


The shirtless young Runald was spewing every curse he knew while pressing his hand against the thick man's chest. Anyone who saw the scene might have misunderstood.


Still, there was no other way.


This was the only way his god, ‘Naked Andersen,’ could ‘devour’ the man.


Will this be all right?


Runald understood very well why Andersen had chosen such a troublesome method, at least from Runald's perspective.


Obtaining Followers was not the only way for a god to grow their world. Gods with overwhelmingly superior 「Settings」 or 「Parts」 sometimes used violent methods against other gods.


They devoured other gods.


Of course, many Sites frowned on or prohibited this kind of cannibalism, but it could often be found on illegal Sites. In fact, Vicegerents roaming the lawless reaches of 〈Caspion〉 in search of this kind of ‘god-devouring’ were not uncommon.


Looking at the man's face, Runald muttered quietly,


"I hope you are not a god."


The moment Andersen detected signs of a god in this man, she would begin eating his soul form. There was no better prey than the lingering thoughts of an unconscious god.


Still, Runald did not want to lose this rare chance to gain a Companion.


"If you are human, you will become a new 「Follower」. No... you would become a 「Vicegerent」 after all."


Any god, not just Andersen, would want a soul overflowing with this much World Force as their Vicegerent. If the man became one, Runald himself would naturally be demoted to an ordinary Follower.


"Would God-nim like him better..."


Perhaps he felt awkward talking to a man who would not answer, because Runald gave a sheepish smile.


He sensed something was wrong in the next moment.


"Eh?"


It felt as though a firm bond had snapped. Runald immediately knew what that sensation meant.


"God-nim?"


His link with Andersen had been cut off.


No matter how excited she was, how could she suddenly sever her link with him?


A temporarily severed link meant Andersen had found a new 「Vicegerent」. As expected, Andersen had decided to make this man her new Vicegerent.


But a moment later...


"God-nim?"


Something felt wrong.


The link had not simply been cut off.


"Uh, uhh..."


He could not feel Andersen's presence at all.


As though she had been devoured by something.


"God-nim!"


Yet at that moment, Runald did not know that a problem more serious than his god's safety was approaching.


Since when had writhing black darkness begun spreading around the Fishing Spot?


* * *


Put simply, he had terrible luck.


That was the only way Jaehwan could describe his current situation.


Defeating the Lords and entering the passage to the 《Abyss》 with Catastrophe's help had gone well enough. Cheongheo, Karlton, and Sirwen coming along was not bad either. Two were trustworthy, and one was useful. It was a little unfortunate that he could not bring Cayman, but that could not be helped.


Jaehwan himself had left Cayman in 《Chaos》.


Someone had to remain in 《Chaos》 and rally the people, and Jaehwan believed Cayman was the most suitable person for the task. Cayman faithfully carried out his final order.


So far, everything had been fine. 《Chaos》's problems had been resolved, and the entrance to the 《Abyss》 had opened.


His soul was battered beyond recognition, but Cheongheo was here. They would find a way to deal with that too.


All that remained was to leave for the 《Abyss》.


[Follow the passage. Then you will reach the 《Abyss》 you seek.]


Catastrophe's voice echoed from afar. Looking at the gate of light that was beginning to come into view, Jaehwan tensed every muscle in his body.


It was said to be the dwelling place of gods feared even by Generals. If he let his guard down, even he might not emerge unscathed.


Then, just as he neared the entrance to the 《Abyss》, a voice called out from somewhere.


"Stop right there."


He had heard that voice before.


Jaehwan recognized its owner as the woman with the chain scythe who had taken part in the tournament.


He now knew who she was. Cheongheo had told him before.


"「Rupture」."


At Jaehwan's words, the chain-scythe woman smiled faintly. The chain scythe at her waist gleamed ominously.


"Hmm. How did you know? Did master tell you?"


Cheongheo, who had remained silent beside him, stepped forward.


"...Seolha, why have you come here?"


Yu Seolha, the Second Commander of 「Rupture」. That was her name. In the 《Great Realm》, she was better known by the alias ‘Dawn That Comes Early.’


Sirwen, who knew her infamous reputation well, whispered to Jaehwan,


"That woman is at least General-class."


The commanders of 「Rupture」, a group of Awakened Ones, each possessed power beyond that of Generals.


They could not compare to the current Great Lords of the twelve zones, but no one knew how the balance of power might change as more time passed.


"I did not come to speak with master today, so sorry, but you will have to step aside."


At the same time, a young boy's voice sounded from behind Yu Seolha.


"Commander! The interference barrier is in place!"


Since when had the boy been there? He wore headphones pulled low over his head and a black hoodie marked with a moon. As he fiddled with the small device in his hand, Catastrophe's voice suddenly vanished. Even the Allies standing right beside Jaehwan disappeared from sight. Some kind of barrier had trapped him.


"Commander, you know this will not last long! The opponent is the Sole King..."


"I know. It will be over soon, so do not worry."


Yu Seolha waved the boy away as though he were a nuisance, then spoke to Jaehwan again.


"I have been watching what you have done. I wondered what you were trying to accomplish in 《Chaos》 by causing all that trouble, but wow. I was truly impressed."


"..."


"I thought nothing of it when you subdued the Ten Halls of Chaos and the four great fortresses, but I never expected you to bring down the 《Palace of Rebirth》 and confront the Lords head-on. I have a whole new opinion of you."


"Only say what you need to say."


"And when you slaughtered the Lords right in front of us... We never even considered that while fighting the Lords. Bringing Catastrophe into it. How did you even think of that?"


"...I believe I told you to only say what you need to say."


Jaehwan sensed that Yu Seolha had not come with friendly intentions. If she had, she would not have created such a coercive space.


"You are impatient. I have not finished speaking, so why not listen a little longer?"


"What if I refuse?"


"Then listen just a little more anyway. Up until then, it was all fine. I even thought it would be all right to leave you alone. It goes against Rupture's principles, but your goal did not seem all that different from our direction. As you know, this world is utterly rotten."


Jaehwan did not respond.


"Then I saw the technique you used at the end, and I changed my mind a little."


Jaehwan thought about the final technique he had used.


But...


"Where did you learn 「Soul Erasure」?"


"Soul Erasure?"


"The technique that severs the Pineal Thread. Within 「Rupture」, only commanders and those above them, including the Rupture Master, can use it."


Jaehwan was surprised.


Not because his technique had a proper name, Soul Erasure, but because someone besides himself could use it.


"That technique is too dangerous. It can cause soul extinction. No Awakened One outside 「Rupture」 should use it."


"I created this technique. It is not as though techniques have copyrights."


"I am serious. Do I look like I am joking?"


Yu Seolha's presence changed completely.


Jaehwan realized that his opponent was unfolding a Unique World. The power of Creation. The woman before him was an Awakened One who had reached the same realm as him, or perhaps an even higher one.


"Now you understand why I came here, right?"


"You intend to kill me."


At those words, the corner of Yu Seolha's lips rose slightly.


"That would be one way. But 「Rupture」 values talent greatly."


Only then did Jaehwan understand why this woman had suddenly interrupted the passage to the 《Abyss》.


"You. Join 「Rupture」."
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“I refuse.”


With that answer, the relationship between Jaehwan and 「Rupture」 was settled.


Yu Seolha, Rupture’s Second Commander, did not ask a second time and drew her signature weapon, the chain scythe ‘Thunder Goblin.’ For a moment it sounded as if thunder had struck somewhere, and before long, the surrounding area had turned into a zone of chains no one could move through.


Almost at the same time, Jaehwan’s Stab began as well.


As chains and sword stabs collided, a sound like the world splitting apart rang out.


After experiencing the power of Catastrophe, the Sole King, Jaehwan’s soul had grown once more. He had not yet reached the next stage after 「Hypothesis」, but Jaehwan had become able to use the power of Creation more naturally.


...If only his body had been fine.


But in his current half-dead state after causing Catastrophe to descend, he could not afford to take Yu Seolha lightly. So Jaehwan immediately pulled out his trump card.


Tzzzt.


The ability 「Rupture」 called 「Soul Erasure」.


The moment Yu Seolha noticed the distinctive aura wrapped around Dokbul, her face stiffened.

She too was a soul with a Pineal Thread. If Jaehwan’s sword happened to sever her Pineal Thread, she could end up spending the rest of her life inside the 《Tree of Illusion》.


“You’ll regret this.”


In the end, Jaehwan’s gamble succeeded, and after a little time passed, the barrier 「Rupture」 had created collapsed.


Yu Seolha disappeared. But that did not mean every problem had been solved.


Damn it.


Looking at the pitch-black darkness around him, Jaehwan let out a sigh.


The path the Sole King had made was gone. Cheongheo, Karlton, and Sirwen were nowhere to be seen either. They had probably crossed over into the 《Abyss》 before the path closed. In any case, if they had made it safely into the 《Abyss》, he would be able to meet them again. That meant now was no time to worry about others.


[If the path closes, chase the nearest light you can see. If you’re lucky, you might be able to get out into the 《Abyss》 through it. It won’t be a very pleasant experience, though.]


He had no idea what that ‘unpleasant experience’ was, but he was not in a position to be picky.


Jaehwan swam through the darkness as if drifting through water, searching for a light. Since there was not even the faintest glimmer, he could not distinguish one direction from another at all. In fact, he was not even sure whether he was really moving anywhere.


Just a little farther.


From the accumulated fatigue, his eyelids were slowly drooping shut. He knew he could not lose consciousness in a place like this, but his mind would not listen.


Then a strange sensation wrapped around Jaehwan’s body.


It felt as if his skin were being covered in tiny scales.


The air around him changed into something like a current. He felt like a fish swimming endlessly through a dark deep sea. His cheeks were opening and closing as if gills were moving there. He kept breathing as he drifted through the space around him.


Like an animal going out in search of prey.


It was then that something like a small light floated above his head. It was terribly faint and dim, but the instant Jaehwan saw it, he realized something.


I have to follow that light.


No one had told him to, but Jaehwan knew he had to do it. A judgment close to instinct. Jaehwan chased the light, and at last caught it in his mouth.


Gurgle.


Suddenly feeling as though his body were being dragged up above the surface of the water, Jaehwan writhed in pain. He wondered if this was the ‘unpleasant experience’ the Sole King had meant. Becoming a fish was certainly not pleasant. And being dragged up after biting bait, that was an experience he truly never wanted to go through again, and with that thought, Jaehwan lost consciousness.


And how much time passed after that?


Jaehwan realized that someone was calling him. Something like a small hand was gripping his collar and shaking him.


[Hey!]


A voice.


[Wake up already!]


It was a little girl’s voice.

Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes. Then he saw a crying little girl. She was barefoot and dressed in a white one-piece dress. Clinging to Jaehwan, the girl cried and shouted something over and over. Jaehwan could not make sense of this situation at all.


What?


[What do you mean, what? Is that really what you should be saying right now?]


Watching the girl fail to calm down in the slightest, Jaehwan looked troubled.


He looked around. He was still in pitch-black darkness, but unlike the path through the Abyss, this was a familiar darkness. Only after seeing the massive eye floating in the sky did Jaehwan realize that this place was inside his Unique World.

This space was his inner self.


...Then what is this girl?


It was strange.


Until now, no existence Jaehwan had not permitted had been able to set foot in his Unique World. And yet the little girl in front of him was standing there boldly, as if she were a resident of this world.


[What nonsense are you talking about? You ate me!]


Ate her?


[Yeah! So take responsibility!]


It made no sense. No matter how out of his mind he might have been, there was no way his unconscious could be so shameless as to do something awful to the little girl in front of him.

For now, Jaehwan asked this instead.


What exactly am I supposed to take responsibility for?


At that, as if she had been waiting for those words, the little girl clung to him.


[...Save them!]


What?


[Save my one and only Follower!]


* * *


Ah, my god.


Runald stared at the men before him with despairing eyes. The moment he realized something was approaching, he should have run.


They were the ones who had appeared from the rainforest of the Blue Grove Restricted Zone. Men in dark clothes with capes thrown over themselves and tattoos on their faces. They were smiling with pipes in their mouths, black smoke pouring out of them.


“You’ve got guts for a little brat, coming into our territory.”


Runald recognized who they were immediately.


The reason 〈Caspion〉’s forbidden zone was dangerous was not just because ancient gods’ Lost Ones roamed through it. For novice Vicegerents like Runald, there was a threat far more immediate than Lost Ones.

The ‘Hunters’ who roamed the forbidden zone slaughtering novice Vicegerents.


“W-Wait a second. I think there’s been some misunderstanding.”


Runald noticed that their elbows were bent at unnatural angles. Elbows grotesquely shaped like the scythes of a praying mantis.


They were Belkain’s Followers.


Belkain, the intermediate god known as the 「God of Scythes」.


His Followers were all sly and sinister, and cruel by nature as well.

Runald had heard they had recently moved their Site toward 〈Caspion〉, but never imagined it would be here, in the Blue Grove Restricted Zone.


“A misunderstanding? You broke into our area illegally, so what misunderstanding could there be?”


It was the first time he had ever heard that a forbidden zone had an owner, but now was not the time to quibble over that.


They were Hunters, and Followers of an intermediate god at that. If they found out about the situation he was in, he could be disposed of without a trace.


“What were you doing here?”

“I was just exploring a newly discovered Fishing Spot.”


Runald barely managed to think quickly.


“A Fishing Spot?”

“Yes. It’s a Fishing Spot my god and I discovered. Would you like to take a look?”


That newly discovered Fishing Spot was a place more precious than gold to Runald and Andersen. But not even gold could buy a life.


Soon the men began murmuring among themselves.


“What the hell, it really is a Fishing Spot.”

“Looks like an unconfirmed Fishing Spot. It’s a bit small, though...”

“Lord Belkain will be pleased.”


The three men examined the Fishing Spot with excited expressions.

A little while later, the one who seemed to be their leader stopped in front of Runald.


“Kid. Who else did you tell about this place?”

“I haven’t told anyone yet. Only my god and I know.”

“So that’s how it is...”


Noticing the greed flickering in the man’s eyes, Runald hurriedly opened his mouth.


“If it’s all right with you, I’ll hand this Fishing Spot over to you. My god told me to do that too!”

“Your god? Who’s the god you serve?”

“Andersen.”

“...Andersen?”


The man tilted his head, then turned to his Companions and asked,


“Hey, have any of you heard of Andersen?”

“Andersen? What’s that?”

“Some god from the sticks?”


Runald lowered his head, face reddening.


As the Vicegerent of a low-grade god, this was something he was used to. And sometimes this was actually better. If he could endure a brief moment of contempt, his safety might actually be guaranteed.


“Wait, could it be that ‘Naked Andersen’?”


Runald cursed inwardly.


“Naked Andersen?”

“Ah, right, that god who used to be high-grade and fell to low-grade. I vaguely remember hearing about her a long time ago.”

“She fell from high-grade to low-grade? Hah hah hah. Is there really anything that pathetic?”


Listening to the men’s snickering mockery, Runald quietly rose from where he was.


“Th-Then I’ll be on my way now.”


As Runald raised up the wet body of the black-haired man who had been lying behind him, he thought that at least it was a relief he had managed to salvage this man.

Even though Andersen’s presence had vanished, whether she had truly perished or not was something he could not know until this man woke up. If Andersen was safe, and if he could just get through this situation, then it was not all bad.


“Hold it.”


At the voice ringing out from behind him, the fine hairs on Runald’s body stood up.


“You need to leave that behind.”

“...Pardon?”

“Oh? Playing dumb, are you? That soul you’re carrying belongs to us now.”


Belkain’s Follower pointed directly at the naked man draped over Runald’s shoulder.


“But this man is the one I fished up...!”

“Hm? What’s this supposed to mean? This Fishing Spot belongs to Lord Belkain now. So naturally, any soul that came out of it should become a Follower of Lord Belkain, shouldn’t it?”


It was absurd beyond belief.


“Put him down and get lost, kid. You should be grateful we’re not killing you.”


Runald glanced at the man’s face hanging over his shoulder. If he lost the man like this, Runald would lose Andersen too.

Runald knew very well what became of those who were forcibly stripped of their god. They became Lost Ones, or one of the mad monsters that wandered the forbidden zone.

But greater even than that fear was this:


“Oh? You still haven’t put him down and gotten lost?”


I don’t want to lose Andersen.


The only god in the 《Abyss》 who had saved him.

Runald was Andersen’s one and only ‘Vicegerent.’

...Could he do this? He did not know.


“Well, look at this bastard.”


Runald carefully lowered the man from his shoulder. His legs were trembling, and his heart was pounding like mad. Even so, Runald took his stance.


“You’re really going to fight?”

“Right. It wouldn’t be fun if you just rolled over.”


As the men approached, cracking their fists in a threatening way, Runald shouted with all his strength.


“I’m a Vicegerent. A Vicegerent never abandons Followers of the same god.”


That was the greatest threat Runald could make.

Of course, it did not work on Belkain’s Followers.


“Wah wah, I’m a Vicegerent. Fine, then let’s have a look at that naked god’s 「Setting」.”


Runald quickly looked over the men. Fortunately, the three men before him were not Belkain’s Vicegerents.

It was fortunate that they were not Vicegerents who could draw out more than ninety percent of their god’s power, but even ordinary Followers were not to be taken lightly. Depending on their talent, Followers too could draw out anywhere from ten to as much as seventy percent of their god’s power.


In an instant, one of Belkain’s Followers rushed in and kicked Runald in the stomach. Even though he had been braced for it, it was a blow he could not block.


“What the hell? Why are you so flimsy? Are you really a Vicegerent?”


Runald rolled once across the ground and bit his lip as he rose. But before he could even stand up properly, another punch came flying in. Runald coughed out a strangled gasp.


“What the hell. You’re weak as hell. Kid, use your 「Setting」. If you don’t, you’re going to die.”


But Runald could not use his 「Setting」. His link with Andersen had been cut.

His stomach, struck by the kicks, hurt as though his intestines had been torn apart. The men’s snickering laughter rang out.

Then at some point, the kicking stopped, and he heard a voice.


“Hey, strip that bastard.”

“Strip him? Why?”

“From what I heard, Andersen’s Followers have a 「Setting」 that makes them stronger when they take their clothes off.”

“Really?”


At those words, Runald screamed.


“N-No...!”

“Hey, stay still!”


Runald’s desperate resistance was effortlessly crushed by the men’s brute strength. Trying to resist Belkain’s Followers, who possessed Enhancement-type 「Settings」, through sheer strength had been impossible from the start.

A little while later, Runald had been stripped bare like a frog with its belly exposed. Looking at Runald like that, Belkain’s Followers soon burst into loud laughter.


“We stripped him, but he didn’t get strong at all.”

“Hm, that’s strange. I heard Andersen’s Followers gain muscle mass the more they strip...”

“Maybe this is what increased? Hah hah hah!”


One of Belkain’s Followers poked Runald’s skinny arm again and again as he spoke. Tears streamed endlessly down Runald’s cheeks.

When had he ever suffered humiliation like this? No matter that the 《Abyss》 was a world where the strong preyed on the weak, no matter that he was the Vicegerent of a low-grade god, wasn’t this too cruel...?

Then, after exchanging meaningful looks, the men spoke up.


“It’d be a waste to kill them like this. Wouldn’t it be better to take them with us? It’s hard finding 「Followers」 these days.”

“Well, that wouldn’t be so bad.”

“Hmm, right. Kid. Perform God Severance. Then we’ll let you live.”


God Severance. They were telling him to abandon his god.


Runald flung off the men’s hands with all his strength and stood up.


Betray his god?


The reason Runald had been able to survive in this damned 《Abyss》 was because Andersen had shown him a warm Unique World like something out of a fairy tale.

Runald was young, but still old enough to decide for himself what sort of world he would live in.


“I... I won’t betray Andersen.”


At that tearful but desperate cry, Belkain’s Followers let out scornful laughs.


“That god sure trained her Vicegerent well.”

“Then I guess we’ll have to put him in a state where he wants to perform God Severance on his own.”


The Belkain Follower who had thrown off the cape gave a sharp puff into the pipe. Smoke from the pipe slowly seeped into the forearm, and from the elbow, a dangerous black blade sprang out.

Runald recognized it as Belkain’s 「Setting」.


「Belkain’s Scythe」.


It was the representative 「Setting」 symbolizing the intermediate god Belkain. Since it was simply an application of the most common Enhancement-type 「Settings」, ‘Strength Enhancement’ and ‘Skin Enhancement,’ it was hard to call it an especially exceptional 「Setting」, but for Runald as he was now, it was more than enough of a threat.


Slash.


With a single blow filled with World Force, the surrounding terrain was sliced apart in an instant. Runald shut his eyes. If he were to die here, maybe that would not be such a bad thing.

If there was one regret, it was that he would die without seeing Andersen’s face. If only he had been a stronger Vicegerent, he might have been able to see her face.


Andersen.


Bracing himself for the pain that would soon come, Runald curled himself up as tightly as he could.

But... why? Even after a long time passed, he felt no pain. When he cautiously opened his eyes, Runald saw something he simply could not believe.

He heard the Belkain Followers shouting in terror.


“Wh-What? What the hell is that?!”


Kwakwakwakwakwa.


“Gaaah!”


As the forests of the Blue Grove Restricted Zone exploded apart, the Belkain Follower who had been charging in was sent flying naked with a thunderous roar.


“Who the hell is that, kill him!”


The Belkain Followers went flying one after another the moment they charged.

Before their horrified eyes stood a naked man without a single scrap covering him. Muscles bulged all over his body as if they were about to burst.

Runald immediately recognized what 「Setting」 those muscles contained.


Naked.


It was unmistakably 「Naked」, Andersen’s 「Setting」 that made one stronger the more clothes one shed.

Runald staggered to his feet. Could this be a dream? One of those absurd dreams that only appeared in the fairy tales Andersen-nim used to tell?

Even while thinking that, Runald could not take his eyes off the man’s face. World Force was radiating brilliantly from the man’s entire body.


If he did not call that person a god, then what else could he possibly call him?


The man’s face was not what Runald had imagined, but even so, it resembled the appearance of the Naked God from the story Andersen had once told him.

Back then, Andersen had said:


[What? You’re curious where ‘Naked’ came from? Hmm, that’s a problem. Actually, it isn’t my own Personal 「Setting」.]


“Then what is it?”


[I got it from someone too. Some eccentric god. One of the ancient gods, a very strong and powerful one.]


“An eccentric? What kind of god was it?”

[Violent and merciless. It especially hated this thing called ‘clothes.’ It was a naturalist who believed beauty resided in nudity. No one could wear clothes in front of it. Everyone would grab their clothes and run for their lives. Whenever it appeared, screams would ring out all over the place, ‘The Naked God has appeared!’]


Runald briefly wondered whether ‘clothes’ might be a metaphor for something, but then shook his head hard and asked back,


“Isn’t that just a plain pervert?”


[It’s hard to dismiss it that simply. It had its own philosophy, after all. That things like clothes were nothing but cumbersome hypocrisy and pretense. That what truly matters only barely begins after you strip everything away...]


What truly matters only barely begins after you strip everything away.

Back then, Runald had not been able to understand what those words meant. But now, Runald felt like he finally understood a little.

Because something had just begun inside him as well.


The Naked God was standing right in front of him.


After instantly crushing Belkain’s Followers, the 「Naked God」 looked over his body and muttered,


“Back in 《Chaos》, I at least had some rags on, but here I’m starting completely bare.”


After grumbling for quite a while, the man rolled both shoulders with a creak, loosening up, and only then seemed to remember something and turned toward Runald.


“You the 「Follower」 of that girl Andersen?”


The man opened his mouth toward Runald in an irritated voice.


“Do me a favor and get this brat out of my head.”
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Jaehwan looked down at his biceps and forearms, their bulging lines on full display. His muscles seemed to exhale as though they were breathing, and even at a glance, they gleamed with an extraordinary sheen.


It felt like he had gotten a little stronger.


By his estimate, his Strength had increased more than tenfold compared to when he had been in 《Chaos》. He had known from Mulack’s memories that the 《Abyss》 possessed techniques like this, but experiencing it for himself was different.


Just as Mulack’s records said. Spiritual power is gone.


As Jaehwan slowly breathed in the air around him, he realized he could no longer sense the spiritual power that had filled 《Chaos》.


The 《Abyss》 was a completely different world from 《Chaos》.


Unlike 《Chaos》, where one could take in spiritual power and use it to manifest Skills, the 《Abyss》 had extremely limited resources available.


It was a place where one could only wield power through the World Force latent within one’s own soul.


When he carefully examined the surface of his muscles through 「Doubt」, he saw World Force taking the form of complex Setting formulas.


Strength Enhancement... Is that the power of that 「Stripped Naked」 or whatever Setting?


[It’s “Naked,” okay? It means you take your clothes off yourself. Taking them off and getting stripped are completely different!]


...


[Are you ignoring me right now?]


His head already started to throb.


The girl who kept babbling about how he had eaten her or whatever had refused to leave his head since earlier.


The girl was not the only problem.


“God! God!”


Jaehwan barely managed to catch the head of the boy who kept rushing at his naked body.


“God! Why are you rejecting me?”

“I told you. I am not your god.”

“You are my god now!”


What the hell was this mess the moment he arrived in the 《Abyss》?


This is worse than a crowded market.


Jaehwan let out a deep sigh. Meanwhile, the pretty boy Runald could not stop admiring the imposing appearance of his new god.


Holy World Force radiated from that bare body!


On top of that, there was the sheer brutality of sending the Followers of the intermediate god Belkain flying in a single blow!


Even if the 「Naked」 Setting was a Law-type Setting with an advantage over enhancement-type Settings, that monstrous strength far surpassed the Andersen Setting Runald knew.


“God Jaehwan!”

“I said I am not a god.”

“Please make me your Follower!”


Andersen’s voice rang through Jaehwan’s head.


[I did not think Runald was like this... He was acting like he would die without me until just now, and he is already committing God Severance?]


“I am sure Andersen-nim will allow me to become your Vicegerent!”


[I did not allow it?]


“I know she will! God Jaehwan has already become one with Andersen-nim. I can tell just by seeing you use the 「Naked」 Setting. So following God Jaehwan is not a betrayal of Andersen-nim!”


[...Hey, do not accept this brat as your Follower. Got it?]


“Both of you, shut up.”


The majestic World Force spreading from Jaehwan’s soul made Runald and Andersen clamp their mouths shut at once. Startled by the pressure, Runald let out a hiccup.


Jaehwan slowly opened his mouth.


“Let’s start with the basics.”


* * *


If the 《Great Realm》 was the territory of Lords, the 《Abyss》 was the land of gods. The difference was that the gods of the 《Abyss》 managed their “territories” far more thoroughly and carefully than the Lords of the 《Great Realm》.


In the 《Abyss》, the domains of gods were called Sites.


Their scale varied, from the Large Sites of supreme gods who ruled much of the 《Abyss》 to the Small Sites of low-grade and intermediate gods, some no larger than villages.


For example, there were eight Large Sites in the 《Abyss》, each with its own name, from 〈Babel〉, the First Site, to 〈Caspion〉, the Eighth Site.


“So a Site is basically the same thing as land?”

“Land? Um, it is similar, but not quite the same.”

“Explain.”


Jaehwan’s 『Record of the Abyss』 had been created from Mulack’s memories, so it often lacked even basic information.


Fortunately, Runald began explaining without any suspicion.


“A Site is not simply a unit used to divide areas. How should I put it? If I had to describe it, it would be a kind of sanctuary...”

“A sanctuary?”

“As you said, for low-grade and intermediate gods, a Site is similar to land. But it changes once they become high-grade gods. They can materialize their Unique Worlds through their Sites. To high-grade gods, a Site is practically a weapon itself.”


Jaehwan thought of Catastrophe.


Perhaps 《Chaos》 had been a single Site to Catastrophe.


Catastrophe had wielded power close to omnipotence in 《Chaos》. Did that mean there were others here who could use power like Catastrophe’s?


“Of course, even for high-grade gods, exercising World Force across an entire Site is burdensome, so most use the form of 「Settings」. The ‘Naked’ Setting God Jaehwan possesses is one of them.”


Watching Runald rattle on so smoothly, Jaehwan thought this kid who worshipped him as a god might be more useful than expected.


Still, he could not easily decide whether to take Runald with him. He had already been dragged into trouble after making Allies in 《Chaos》 for no good reason. Besides, Runald looked like an innocent child no matter how he looked at him.


“Um, God Jaehwan.”

“Leave out the god part.”

“Jaehwan-nim.”

“What?”

“You can hear Andersen-nim’s voice, right?”

“I can.”

“Then, um...”

“What?”

“You will not kill Andersen-nim, will you?”


Only then did Jaehwan understand why the kid had been following him around. Runald kept talking about serving him as a god, but in truth, he was saying all that for the god named Andersen.


The boy was afraid of losing his god.


But Jaehwan knew.


[You are going to kill me now, right?]


In the end, the boy would lose his god.


[Yes, I expected it. I felt it the moment I entered you. I never expected you to be the rumored “Lord Slayer.”]


The moment Jaehwan absorbed Andersen, they came to share some of their memories. Andersen looked into Jaehwan, and Jaehwan looked into Andersen.


As a result, they learned things about each other. Some of those things were not easily forgiven.


At least, not by Jaehwan.


Among memories spanning nearly ten thousand years, Jaehwan had precisely read a tiny fraction within Andersen.


They were memories from the moment Andersen had been born as a god.


“You were a Cultivator.”


[Yes, that is right.]


“Why did you do such things? Did you want to become a god that badly?”


[It sounds cowardly when I say it this way, but honestly, I do not know either. As you saw, all gods lose every memory from when they were Cultivators.]


Through Andersen’s memories, Jaehwan learned a little more about what gods were.


Just as Jaehwan, an Awakened One, had shed the shell of an ordinary human, all Higher Beings who became gods lost their memories from when they had been Cultivators.


But just because they had forgotten did not mean everyone else had.


“Does something you forgot become something that never happened?”


Jaehwan still vividly remembered what had happened in the Tower of Nightmares. Yet the being responsible had become a lofty god and forgotten every nightmare they had inflicted.


[I know what you are trying to say.]


“I doubt it.”


[I have no intention of denying what I did to become a god. Mutation does not erase what I did.]


There had been a time when Andersen had driven countless Products into the nightmares of the Tower in order to be reborn as a god. Andersen did not deny the history she could not remember.


[I will not ask you to understand. But do not decide what my relationship with that child is just because I was once a Cultivator.]


Hearing those words, Jaehwan remembered a passage from Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』.


「There are souls born for a single purpose. Angels and demons are such beings. These unfortunate Higher Beings are born solely to become Cultivators.」


Unlike humans, they were creatures born with a purpose from the beginning. Higher Beings who spent their entire lives serving that purpose, forced to live that way.


Perhaps they had never had another choice to begin with.


Jaehwan understood that.


But understanding and accepting were entirely different matters.


Jaehwan was human.


A human who had been a Product and suffered under Cultivators.


He himself did not understand why he could overlook even Sirwen, a Dream Demon, yet remained so harsh toward this small girl god. Perhaps it was a matter of emotional distance. Compared to the Dream Demons who created the Towers, the Cultivators who cultivated those Towers stood far closer to Jaehwan’s hatred.


Whether she understood Jaehwan’s feelings or not, Andersen continued.


[It must be strange to you, an Awakened One. The relationship between me, once a Cultivator, and that child, once a Product.]


“...”


[Still, there is at least one thing I can say. Not every god is what you think they are.]


Andersen was not lying. Since Jaehwan had allowed Andersen into his Unique World, he knew for certain.


Surprisingly, this small girl god cherished her Follower, even more than she cherished herself.


[You may kill me. But my feelings belong only to me.]


Andersen had been consumed by Jaehwan’s Unique World. In other words, Jaehwan could erase her from his world at any time.


Even so, he could not bring himself to do it. He could not imagine how much pain that would cause the boy before him.


That was when Runald began twisting his body grotesquely and crying out in pain.


“Ugh... Ngh...!”


Jaehwan hurriedly checked Runald’s pulse. World Force was running wild at random inside Runald’s body.


[No, already...! No, Runald!]


Andersen’s memories flowed into Jaehwan’s mind.


[He is becoming a Lost One.]


A Lost One.


A monster created when someone was forcibly separated from their god.


Jaehwan had once heard ENIAC explain Lost Ones in the 「Strange Factory」. The Factory Masters, including ENIAC, had also been Lost Ones.


―Among Deus’s Followers, only a Few, including us Factory Masters, have retained our sanity. The rest had their World Force run wild and became monsters. You will probably see them if you go to the 《Abyss》, Jaehwan-ssi.


The loneliness of losing one’s god. The despair of losing one’s world. Monsters born from those things, Lost Ones.


If he left Runald like this, the boy before him would become one as well.


[Please save Runald.]


“...”


[You can kill me if you want, so please save him.]


“Why should I?”


[You are human. Please, please save this child!]


It was a strange thing to say.


A god who had once been a Cultivator was appealing to his humanity, a human’s humanity.


Ironically, that question made Jaehwan question himself.


Am I still human?


Could I still say that?


“How do I do it?”


[Accept him as your Follower.]


“What is the price?”


[I will leave your head.]


Jaehwan immediately understood what she meant.


After considering it for a moment, he nodded.


“...Fine.”


Following Andersen’s explanation, Jaehwan carried out the process of accepting a new Follower.


Then, a faint Thread formed between Jaehwan and Runald.


It was a link connecting a god and a Follower.


Within that firm connection, Jaehwan felt Andersen’s presence in his head gradually fading away.


* * *


Followers came to see the world through the “Worldview” their god saw.


Depending on how a god viewed the world, their Followers were forcibly made to share that vision.


A short while later, Runald regained consciousness and realized he had entered a new “Worldview.”


...A new world. Is this Jaehwan-nim’s world?


Feeling the reassuring connection, Runald looked around. The only Unique World he knew was Andersen’s, which reminded him of a fairy tale.


What would this new Unique World look like?


With a strange sense of anticipation, young Runald looked up at the sky.


Then he froze in horror.


“An... eye?”


A gigantic eye stared down at him from the sky, dripping blood. Black crows flew around it. At the ominous cries pouring from the crows, Runald unconsciously hugged his shoulders.


That was not the end.


When Runald saw Belkain’s Followers sprawled around him, he cried out as if screaming.


“C-Corpses?”


There were corpses crawling with maggots.


The corpses twitched as though they might rush Runald at any moment, and damp, sinister laughter leaked from their mouths.


The corpses came closer, one step at a time.


“N-No way.”


In the new world created by his new god, Runald, the Follower, fainted with foam at his mouth.


* * *


As Runald looked around once and immediately lost consciousness, Andersen spoke.


[What the hell did you show a child?]


“...”


[A giant eye, crows, corpses... What Follower would want to enter a world like this?]


Jaehwan’s lips twitched. He remembered the Dark Fragrance Lord saying something similar once. Something along the lines of his world not being popular in the Abyss.


“Who told him to become a Follower on his own?”


Jaehwan lifted the collapsed Runald to his feet. Andersen also watched through Jaehwan’s eyes.


[...Why did you stop me from disappearing?]


“...”


[You promised. If you saved that child, I would disappear from your world...]


“Prove your value.”


[What?]


“Prove that I have no reason to kill you.”


At Jaehwan’s words, Andersen remained silent for a long time.


Then, after a while, Andersen’s emotions reached Jaehwan’s mind.


Gratitude? Willingness? How could he describe it?


The last feeling Andersen conveyed to Jaehwan was something close to divine helplessness.


Andersen mumbled weakly, then barely forced out the following words.


[I will prove it.]


Pretending not to hear her, Jaehwan carried Runald on his back and began walking through the brush.


For some reason, he thought he saw the image of a little girl sitting before him and bursting into tears.


And so, the journey of the Naked God began.
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「There is one mistake that novice gods who have only just acquired a 「Unique World」 make more than any other. They blindly churn out new 「Settings」. This symptom usually worsens around two years after a novice god arrives in the Abyss. Thus, the 《Abyss》 refers to this period with the slang term ‘God Complex.’


This is not about other gods.

It is about you.


A flashy Setting like Dragon God Droyan’s 「Black Flame Dragon」 or the God of Flames Ignis’s 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」 is already running wild through your mind, isn’t it?


...Perhaps you have already made one.

I offer my respects in advance to the shame you will suffer two years from now.


Two years from now, you will learn that the 《Abyss》 already has around 214 Settings featuring a black dragon you came up with, along with around 753 similar derivative Settings. (Incidentally, this information comes from an unofficial Setting record collection in the 《Akashic Records》.)

You will gaze upon the 754th knockoff Black Flame Dragon created by your solemn imagination and cry out in despair.

By then, having outgrown your time as a novice god, you will begin to realize what you have done. As other gods laugh at you, you will claw at your Vicegerent’s hair and resent everyone for not stopping you back then.


Then, little by little, you will lose your imagination.


Rather than first Settings, you will seek stable ones. Rather than a Worldview that displays your individuality, you will choose a popular Worldview that many Followers enjoy. You will spend each day creating the same Settings as everyone else and longing for ordinary Parts.

Then, perhaps after a long time has passed, you may come to realize something.


Perhaps there was something more important than this.


But it is already too late. The things we once imagined will never return, just like the first Black Flame Dragon you created.

The things that truly matter leave our side completely in those days.


Becoming a god in the 《Abyss》.

Living as a god.

That is what it means.」


Written by Pierre, God of Madness.

Excerpt from 『Hymn to the God Complex』.


〈Caspion〉 Gate 84, situated between the Blue Grove Restricted Zone and the Red Ravine Desert. A naked man and a half-dressed boy stood before its portal.

The man looked down at his completely bare body, then asked in a voice that seemed to doubt everything in the world.


“You really don’t find this suspicious?”

“Of course not. The 《Abyss》 respects the individuality of every Setting.”

“Even though I’m naked like this?”


Jaehwan gave Runald an incredulous look.

He already had too many bad memories of checkpoints. Even in 《Chaos》, he had trusted the Companion who entered a checkpoint with him and ended up dragged into an argument.


Of course, if Karlton had been here, he would have said something like this.


‘Weren’t you the one who started the argument, Fortress Lord? At the time, you violated Article 27, Paragraph 4 of Gorgon’s Entry Law...’


Karlton was likely somewhere in the 《Abyss》 by now. Perhaps he was reciting that damned Gorgon Special Act here too.

Jaehwan thought of Karlton’s annoyingly handsome face and spoke.


“In every world I’ve visited, walking around naked was considered highly suspicious.”

“What’s wrong with being naked?”


[Come on, I told you it’s fine. Just trust me!]


Hearing the smug voices of the boy and girl, Jaehwan frowned. Thinking about it, it was not entirely unreasonable. Human standards and godly standards were surely different. With little concern, Jaehwan decided to pass through the gate with Runald.


A short while later, the director of the gate arrested him.


* * *


The inspection room at 〈Caspion〉 Gate 84.

The director, a Follower of the high-grade god Balibar, looked between Jaehwan and Runald with displeasure.


“A law-type Setting that makes you stronger the more naked you are? Who uses something like that these days?”


Listening to the director’s firm scolding, Jaehwan muttered quietly to himself.


‘I’ll kill you.’


[That’s strange. It’s a perfectly ordinary Setting. That director’s unusually uptight~.]


‘I’ll kill you first.’


[No, wait a moment!]


At that moment, a soldier approached the director, who was stroking his beard in deep thought.


“Director, I believe that person is telling the truth. There is a record of a god named Andersen registering a Setting called 「Naked」 2,531 years ago.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. And according to Caspion’s records...”


The soldier glanced at Jaehwan before whispering to the director.


“Huh, she was once a high-grade god? I had no idea.”


The director gave the documents brought by the subordinate a quick read, then looked at Jaehwan.


“Naked Andersen... You are her Vicegerent, and that child is her Follower. Is that correct?”


Jaehwan was about to say it was not.


[Say it is. Otherwise, this will definitely cause trouble.]


Jaehwan changed the shape of his half-open mouth.


“More or less.”


The director’s eyebrows twitched at his curt reply.

Relationships between Followers reflected the difference in their gods’ divinity. Therefore, Jaehwan was in no position to answer carelessly before the director, who was a Follower of a high-grade god.

The director cleared his throat.


“But this is a little different from the records. Your World Force pattern is different too. According to these records, Andersen only has one Follower...”

“Our god recently increased her Followers! There are two of us now!”


Runald quickly cut in.


“Vicegerent-nim, you’re excited too, right? We can make new Settings now! We can have cool Settings like Black Flame Dragon or Crimson Flame Tribulation! Because there are two Followers now!”


At the mention of Black Flame Dragon, the director’s eyes took on a strange look. Runald continued while looking at him.


“Director, you surely had a time like us too?”

“Huh? Haha, yes. I did.”


Perhaps it was Runald’s cute appearance, or perhaps it was the flattering way he spoke, but the director showed no displeasure at the sudden change in topic.


“Black Flame Dragon, huh? Well, that is the sort of Setting you want at that age. I was obsessed with looking cool back then too.”

“What were you like when you were our age?”

“Hoho, when I was your age...”


Before long, the director began rambling with a nostalgic expression. He seemed to think Runald had only just become a novice Follower. Half of it was his own heroic tales, and the other half was overly intrusive advice.

Perhaps the director had once been a Follower of a low-grade god as well. He was stuck at 〈Caspion〉 Gate 84, longing for those days.


As he listened to the director’s boring story, Jaehwan looked at Runald.


The child knew how to handle adults.


A child who could use the fact that he was a child to deceive adults.

Jaehwan could not imagine what kind of life Runald must have lived to grow up so shrewdly.


After finishing his lengthy self-praise, the director rose from his seat with a broad smile, snorting through his nose.


“Ahem. I will let this pass just once, so do not forget to update your records from now on.”

“Thank you, Director!”

“Yes, yes.”


The director smiled at Runald, then gave Jaehwan a cold glance.


“Do not wander around naked so carelessly next time. Enjoy that kind of Setting discreetly inside your Unique World. And do not drag innocent children into it.”


With a loud bang, the gate’s entrance doors shut.

Jaehwan and Runald stood there for a moment, watching them close. It had ended far too easily.


Runald spoke.


“Adults these days are all like that. They can’t even live their own lives properly, yet they’re desperate to give advice to everyone else.”

“...”

“They’re so damn nosy too. Don’t do this, don’t do that. They probably don’t realize that forcing those things on others means forcing their own Unique World on them.”


Jaehwan quietly watched Runald.

When Jaehwan did not say anything, Runald lowered his head with a dark expression, as if thinking he had made a major mistake.


“I’m sorry. I had no idea someone like that would be the director. In the 《Abyss》, the rule is not to interfere with another god’s 「Setting」...”

“Don’t worry about it. More importantly, you’re quite a talker.”

“Hehe, thank you. Jaehwan-nim has no social skills or flexibility at all, though.”


With that way of talking, Runald could more than pull his own weight. Jaehwan thought there would be no harm in keeping the child around. At the very least, Runald would be better than someone completely useless.


[...]


‘It seems you’ve proven more than enough that you’re useless.’


[What are you talking about? Thanks to me, you passed through the checkpoint easily.]


‘You don’t even have a mouth, and you still can’t talk straight. We didn’t get through because of you. We almost failed to get through because of you.’


[No? If it weren’t for me, you would have been locked in Caspion’s prison, one hundred percent.]


As Andersen spoke, the gate’s main entrance opened wide. It was different from the side entrance through which Jaehwan and Runald had entered.

A crowd came through the blue portal in a line. Humans bound in restraints made of special metal were being led somewhere by overseers. Jaehwan watched them, then asked.


‘Why would they imprison me?’


[There are countless reasons. For one... you’re an illegal god.]


‘An illegal god?’


[Gods not registered in Big Brother’s Akashic Records. Usually, once someone gains divinity, they are registered automatically. But you are different. Big Brother’s factions would never recognize someone like you as a ‘god.’]


‘What a troublesome world.’


“Move it!”

“The gods are waiting!”


Just as Jaehwan was about to ask something else, another group of humans passed before him.


“Look at the way you move! The slow ones will be sent to the labor camp, so get moving!”


Souls being whipped by overseers as they headed toward the detention center. Jaehwan’s eyes met one of them for an instant.

It was only a brief moment, but Jaehwan’s body went stiff as though struck by lightning.


The man did not seem to recognize Jaehwan. His empty eyes turned away, and he followed the crowd again.

Jaehwan stared at the man’s back for a long time. It had been a very long time since anything had shocked him so badly.


How could this be?


So many questions flooded his mind that Jaehwan even forgot what he had been discussing with Andersen.

After a while, he finally managed to speak.


“Who are those people?”

“Who? Ah, those people?”


Runald answered his question.


“They seem to be souls newly caught from a Fishing Spot. Judging by their number, it must be a large Fishing Spot... It looks like they are being held in a temporary detention center before the auction.”


Runald’s voice was indifferent, as though this were an ordinary occurrence.

Jaehwan suppressed a faint discomfort and asked again.


“Fishing Spot? They catch souls?”

“Yes. Um... Well.”


Runald briefly explained the relationship between Fishing Spots and souls. Here, fishing was a means of replenishing an insufficient number of Followers.


At that moment, Andersen, who had been quietly listening, spoke up.


[It may seem inhumane, but there is a reason they do it. Newly caught souls need to find a god as quickly as possible. Otherwise, they all go mad soon enough. The 《Abyss》 is not a place where you can endure without a god.]


“Where does this Fishing Spot connect to? The 《Great Realm》?”


[No, the 《Peripheral Worlds》. It probably connects directly through the Tree of Illusion’s 《Root》. Most of those souls come from that side. Cases like yours, crossing over from 《Chaos》, are rare.]


“What kind of souls usually come up?”


[Usually, souls that had been wandering around the 《Peripheral Worlds》. And sometimes...]


“Sometimes?”


[Souls that died in the 《Tower of Nightmares》 sometimes come up too.]


Jaehwan’s mouth opened slightly, then closed again.

Andersen sensed his shaken heart and asked.


[Why? Is there a problem?]


The face of a man being dragged away in restraints.

Jaehwan could not forget it.


He was someone who should not have been here.


Back when Jaehwan was still in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, he had been the comrade who followed him to the very end. The man who had pretended to be regressing to the past to lighten Jaehwan’s burden.

He had been more cheerful and brighter than anyone else. That was why people called him the Smile Knight.


Jaehwan still remembered his name.


Yoonhwan, why are you here?
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The tail end of the crowd disappeared, and at last, the detention center’s doors closed. The overseers who had finished guiding the souls passed Jaehwan, making petty jokes.


“What do you think? See anyone useful this time?”

“They all looked weak as hell. At best, they’ll be sent to a labor camp. They’re no good as combat Followers.”

“Well, they did fail to clear the tower...”


The retreating overseers vanished toward the checkpoint.

Jaehwan did not speak until quite some time later.


“Andersen.”


Andersen tensed slightly at the faint anger in his voice.


[Yes?]


“How many 「Followers」 can someone take?”


* * *


The inside of the detention center was dark and damp. Groans could be heard everywhere. Yoonhwan blinked his heavy eyelids and looked around. People with confused expressions glanced at one another and murmured.


“Ugh... Where are we...?”

“You’re those damned unorthodox-sect bastards, aren’t you? Where the hell have you taken me?”

“Is this the Asterium Continent? Someone, please tell me!”

“Is anyone here from Pangaea?”


Souls cried out from all over the place. When the commotion did not subside, the guards finally stepped in themselves. The noise died down immediately after a monk in novice robes, who had been ranting about unorthodox sects and Blood Demons, lost consciousness.


“This isn’t the martial world, the Central Plains, or some continent with a common name like Pangaea or Asterium. So shut up, unless you want to die.”


That was all the head guard said. Yet with those few words, the noise spreading through the room fell silent, as if someone had flipped a switch.


Soon, the detention center guards began assigning rooms to the souls one by one. Yoonhwan was also led away by a guard and placed in a cell.


Why had this happened?


Yoonhwan had no idea what was happening to him.

He had been dragged into this unknown place exactly one week ago.


...Hadn’t the world been destroyed?


He did not know why that question came to mind. His head hurt as though it were splitting apart. The more he tried to remember, the farther his memories slipped away.


Then, one name came to mind.


Jaehwan.


It was the name of someone he did not know.

None of his close friends had that name. If he searched through his childhood memories, he might have known a few people called Jaehwan, but the name did not seem to refer to any of them.


Yoonhwan looked at the several people assigned to the same cell. Their eyes were all unfocused. One of them was a woman whose face somehow looked familiar. No matter how hard he thought, he could not remember her name. Yoonhwan stared at her face and curled himself into a ball.


Cold.


The chill had become especially severe after he entered the 《Abyss》. It crept through his entire body, making him shiver.


As time passed, Yoonhwan gradually realized that it was not simply cold.


It felt as if the world was crumbling away from the edges of his vision.


Anxiety gripped him, as though everything around him would collapse like shattered glass at any moment. The fear that his existence would burst like an insect, as though he had entered the deep sea under crushing pressure.


His teeth chattered as his shoulders trembled. Then Yoonhwan noticed that he had clasped his hands together. It was the posture people on Earth usually took when seeking a transcendent being.


But Yoonhwan did not know whom he should seek now.


“Jaehwan.”


Without realizing it, Yoonhwan murmured the name. He repeated it again and again, as if it were a god’s True Name.


Then warmth began to spread through one corner of his heart. It was modest and small, yet unmistakable. Warmth enough to protect him.


A person’s back began to appear in his mind.

It was close enough that he could reach out and touch it.


Then...


“294-163134.”


Yoonhwan’s thoughts shattered.


“294-163134.”


Only after a moment did Yoonhwan realize that someone was calling him. The head guard stood beyond the bars.


“294-163134. A 「god」 has come to take you.”


Yoonhwan lifted his head.


A god?


A gray-haired man standing beside the head guard in the darkness beyond the bars opened his mouth.


“This one came from the 「Master」’s tower?”

“That is certain. The Dream Demons from the Association guaranteed it, so there is no doubt.”


The head guard grinned and added,


“Unfortunately, he failed to clear it, but he still reached the ninety-eighth floor. I heard he did not fall into any of the traps the Master set up.”

“Are there no others?”

“There is one more woman. She came from the same tower as this one... That woman reportedly reached the seventy-sixth floor.”


The head guard spoke while looking at the woman leaning against the detention center wall behind Yoonhwan.


“The seventy-sixth floor is borderline.”

“But she is quite beautiful. Her value as a combat Follower may be lower, but...”


The gray-haired man seemed to deliberate as he looked toward the woman.


“Are those two all? There should have been more.”

“I heard the Dream Demon Association did not send up the rest. These two were the only ones whose Memory Covers failed to function properly.”


The gray-haired man nodded, seemingly satisfied.


“Fine. I’ll take them. I’ll buy both the man and the woman.”

“Will you? The payment will be...?”

“Three thousand trust per person.”


The man took several gleaming crystals from his robe and handed them over. The head guard inspected their quality from every angle, then smiled in satisfaction.


“That is about right.”


As the head guard opened the barred door, he said,


“I say this every time out of caution, but today’s transaction...”

“Don’t worry. This isn’t our first deal.”

“That is true. Then please take care.”


Once Yoonhwan and the woman stepped out, the head guard locked the barred door behind them and disappeared into the darkness.


Yoonhwan looked up blankly at the gray-haired man. Seeing the man from this close made him feel entirely different.


“Let’s go.”


Light poured into Yoonhwan’s world.

A god stood before him.


* * *


[So you want to save that “friend,” huh?]


Andersen let out a quiet sigh as she looked through the memories Jaehwan had passed to her.


[I’ll answer your earlier question first. There is no limit to the number of 「Followers」 you can accept. From now on, you can take as many Followers as you want.]


‘I see.’


[Wait, where are you going?]


As always, there was not a trace of hesitation or fear in Jaehwan’s steps. When Andersen saw where those steps were headed, she cried out.


[No! No! Hey!]


She was so desperate that she repeated herself.


Jaehwan asked in an indifferent voice.


“Why?”


[You’re about to smash up the detention center, aren’t you?]


“I’m only going to get my friend back.”


[That means the same thing! If you do that, you’re finished. Do you know how many Vicegerents of high-grade gods are here? Are you going to fight all of 〈Caspion〉?]


Vicegerents of high-grade gods, Caspion.

Since when had he ever cared about such things before acting?


“It doesn’t matter.”


It had been the same in 《Chaos》. He had not hesitated to face all of Gorgon, nor had he so much as blinked when the Generals were said to be coming.


[No, wait! I told you, you cannot use World Force here! Do you understand what I’m saying? You cannot fight in this place at all!]


Jaehwan was already heading toward the detention center. Before long, the guards stationed nearby blocked his path.


“What is this? Civilian Followers are forbidden past this point.”

“Move.”


At the same time, terrifying World Force erupted from Jaehwan’s entire body. Its killing intent was enough to draw every eye nearby in an instant.


Yoonhwan.


Including the time spent using the Tower of Nightmares in 《Chaos》, it had been more than two thousand years since Jaehwan last saw him. Yet the moment he saw that face again, old memories returned as vividly as if they had happened yesterday.


Memories from before he Awakened, when he had still been human.

Memories of the Companions who climbed the Tower of Nightmares with him.


At the center of those memories was Smile Knight Kim Yoonhwan.


Kim Yoonhwan.

His only Companion, who had climbed with him to the final ninety-eighth floor.


There was something Jaehwan wanted to ask.


Why did you not regress then? Why did you not regress and try to live a new life, like the other Companions? Why did you...


“If you don’t move.”


I’ll stab you.


Yet just as Jaehwan moved to stab with his sword without hesitation...


Tzzzzzzzzzzz!


His hand trembled as if it had been electrocuted. With a hiss, his World Force went out.


As Jaehwan stared blankly at his hand, the guards replied listlessly.


“If you’re done with your little performance, get lost.”


Why?


Something unmistakable had interfered with him.

Andersen? No. He slowly looked around, but he could not sense any great being capable of obstructing him.


[I told you.]


Even so, something overwhelmingly clear had stopped him from drawing his sword.


[No one can fight here.]


* * *


At the same time, something unusual was happening in Caspion.


〈World Force Suppression Bureau〉.


It was an organization created by the powerful gods staying in Caspion, each sending one Follower to preserve the safety of the Site. No god or Vicegerent could activate a “combat Setting” in Caspion’s city center because of the Giant Setting created by the World Force Suppression Bureau, 「World Force Seal」.


But today...


“Kueeeek!”

“Kuaaagh!”


Something went wrong with that seal.


“What is going on?”


The Bureau Director, who had rushed over after being summoned, had gone pale.


“What in the...”


The sight inside the department was horrific.

Followers who had been taking turns supplying World Force to the Giant Setting, 「World Force Seal」, had collapsed while vomiting silver blood.


“How many are like that?”

“E-Eighty, Director!”

“When? Why?”

“It has not even been ten minutes. An abnormal energy reaction occurred near the Caspion detention center...”


It was impossible.


The 「World Force Seal」 was a Setting maintained by one hundred Followers serving different gods, each taking turns supplying World Force.

Its durability had never collapsed to this extent.


“What is this?”


Half of the Followers had collapsed a month earlier as well. But that had happened when Vicegerents of high-grade gods fought fiercely as a group. Unless a World Force storm of that magnitude had struck, the 「World Force Seal」 could not possibly have suffered such damage.


“Director, the Disaster Level has been reported!”


A staff member rushed in, out of breath, and began their report. Soon after, the Disaster Level appeared on the main screen.


Disaster Level 8.


Level eight out of ten. When high-grade gods clashed six months ago, it had only fluctuated between levels six and seven. But level eight?


The director’s expression hardened, and he immediately gave orders.


“Request support from the high-grade gods. Dispatch a battalion. Everyone must have World Force Grade 3 or higher.”
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Perhaps he could have tried a stronger Stab. A Stab on the level of World Stab. Or perhaps he could have unleashed Stab after Stab.


But he did not.


[How long are you planning to rely on nothing but that brutish method?]


It was because of what Andersen said.


[The path that looks fastest can actually be the longest one. If you had handled things in 《Chaos》 a little more cleverly instead of charging through everything, fewer people around you would have been hurt, and you could have reached the 《Abyss》 sooner.]


“Did you read my memories?”


[I am a resident of your Worldview now. I got to know a little about what happened to you. Your goal is to see the end of this 《Tree of Illusion》, right?]


Andersen kept snapping at him.


[Up until now, you may have been able to take down everything in front of you with “Stab” alone, but that will not work from here on. A simple method like that is not the fastest way to reach the end of the Tree of Illusion. Keep this up, and you will die before long. The 《Abyss》 is crawling with people around General rank.]


The emotions coming from Andersen were not false. She even showed Jaehwan part of the memories she had accumulated over thousands of years.


[Look. Can you fight like them? Huh?]


Watching the Vicegerents fight within his mind, Jaehwan felt something strange.


It was not that he thought he could win, or that he thought he would lose.


The battles here held a sight unlike any conflict he had experienced before. Worlds he did not know collided as they measured their superiority against one another.


[Anyway, I am saying there is a way to save your friend without wrecking that detention center and getting chased around as an illegal god.]


“What is it?”


[Use the auction house.]


Like a tour guide for the 《Abyss》, Andersen kindly explained the auction house system.


[Souls caught at large Fishing Spots are detained for a while, then sent to auction houses. In other words, we can save your friend there without causing unnecessary trouble.]


“...”


Jaehwan did not like the idea of “buying” Yoonhwan, who had once been his friend. Still, Andersen’s words made sense.


After taking a moment to sort out his thoughts, Jaehwan spoke again.


“Lead the way.”


[Really? You mean it?]


“Yeah.”


He found himself unfamiliar, so he repeatedly clenched and unclenched his fist.


Maybe it was because of Andersen’s words. Or perhaps it was because he had met Yoonhwan again after so long.


His Companions in 《Chaos》. Cheongheo and Karlton, Sirwen and Mino. Perhaps the time he had spent interacting with the Ten Hall Masters, including Cayman, had left some mark on him as well.


He had already tried smashing his way through things in 《Chaos》 once. Maybe it would be fine to take a different road this time.


As he listened to Andersen eagerly guide him along, Jaehwan thought this journey might take a somewhat different turn than he had expected.


As if to prove him right, an hour later, Jaehwan was thrown out of the auction house naked.


* * *


No matter which road he took, obstacles always awaited him.


[Sorry. I forgot that my Public Trust Certificate had expired.]


Exactly ten minutes earlier, Jaehwan had arrived in front of the auction house, only to be denied entry by the overseers.


“Sorry, but gods without a Public Trust Certificate are not allowed into the auction house.”


Apparently, gods had something called a Public Trust Certificate. Without one, a god could not use public facilities such as auction houses.


Something about public safety.


The bigger problem was that receiving a new Public Trust Certificate required reporting to the relevant administrative department, then waiting a month.


“Since the certification law was simplified recently, we can issue a Public Trust Certificate at our discretion if you prove that you have at least five Followers.”


At least five Followers. That was the minimum safe unit needed to prove that a god’s Worldview was safe.


[Those top-grade gods always make so many useless rules...]


“Be quiet.”


[Sorry.]


For that reason, Jaehwan, Andersen, and Runald were currently recruiting Followers outside the auction house.


While naked.


With all sorts of things dangling.


Passersby seemed to see Jaehwan less as a god and more as a spectacle.


【Recruiting Followers. New members welcome. 200% Setting benefits for Worldview transfers. Partial cancellation-fee compensation available.】


Jaehwan watched Runald dart around with a small holographic window floating above his head.


He was good at this.


The kid was clever and, in some ways, even experienced. It was admirable, but when Jaehwan thought about it, it was also sad.


He could only imagine what Runald had gone through before this kind of life became familiar.


“Pretty miss! Come take a look at our god’s Worldview!”


“Handsome mister! Hey, do not just walk away. There are incredible Settings waiting for you! Seriously, you will be shocked once you find out!”


Despite Runald’s desperate efforts, no one showed much interest.


“Is it normally this hard to gather Followers?”


“Some people usually at least stop to look. Why is nobody coming?”


Runald looked down at Jaehwan’s and his own lower halves.


“Could it be because we are naked?”


“Probably.”


[What are you talking about? No way! My Setting is perfect! If anything, it should be wildly popular with female Followers.]


Then a man walked toward them.


“Oh, is this a newly established Worldview?”


At last, their first customer.


The man wore unremarkable clothes. The World Force around him made it clear that he was a Follower of a god who was neither particularly strong nor weak. He gave off the air of a wandering soul, but he was still their first customer.


Runald quickly ran over and brought him before Jaehwan.


“That is right! It is a newly established Worldview. If you become a Follower now, you will receive all kinds of benefits, and your Follower rank will be near the top...”


“Then why is that Vicegerent naked?”


“That is not important! Anyway, he has an incredible Worldview! You will be absolutely stunned when you see it.”


“Really? What kind of Worldview is it? What Settings does it have?”


“Uh, well...”


Runald suddenly found himself speechless.


Come to think of it, how was he supposed to explain this Worldview?


Runald stared silently at the sky, then his face turned pale. His helpless, pleading gaze turned toward Jaehwan.


Jaehwan spoke.


“I will show you myself.”


A short while later, the expectant man’s eyes filled with horror. Pointing at the sky with a trembling hand, his eyes slowly rolled back.


“H-Hiiiiik...!”


Just as Runald had predicted, the man was so shocked that he fainted with foam spilling from his mouth.


Several more souls passed by in the same manner.


The Followers’ reactions after seeing Jaehwan’s world all differed. They foamed at the mouth, rolled back their eyes, or did both at once.


Then, without exception, they cursed before leaving.


[It is impossible to recruit Followers like this.]


Andersen muttered in a despairing voice.


[Most Followers in the 《Abyss》 live hand to mouth. Your Worldview is too dark and gloomy. Their lives are already hard enough. Why would they want to see something like this too?]


“...”


[How about making it brighter? I will lend you my Worldview.]


‘What is your Worldview like?’


[It is called the “Naked World.” A wonderful place where all the Followers are naked. The only flaw is that shady old men sometimes join, but it barely stays on the legal side...]


‘Did you not say your Worldview was fairy tale-like?’


[It is a fairy tale. An adult fairy tale.]


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes as he looked at Runald, who was busy calling out to passersby in the distance.


[You really will not consider it? I am not forcing you. At this rate, you will never gather any Followers.]


“I will not change my Worldview.”


[You mean that?]


“I will wait a little longer. If it does not work, I will just go in like before.”


[W-Well, do not do that. If you plant flowers here and grow some trees, it could definitely become a beautiful Worldview. Decorate it just a little, and tons of Followers will definitely gather...]


That was when a murmuring crowd poured out from the auction house entrance.


“Damn it, all the detention-center souls for this week are already gone. I could not get even one. Where did they all go?”


“Ha ha, you did not know? This week is 〈Metaverse〉 quota week. You might as well consider the souls from the public Fishing Spots completely dried up for a while.”


Jaehwan’s head snapped around. He spotted the face of the man who had just been talking among the crowd.


“Seriously. They caught so many souls, but if one tower monopolizes them all, what are the rest of us supposed to live on...”


“What do you mean?”


“W-What? Who is this naked bastard?”


Ignoring the man’s alarm, Jaehwan stepped closer, grabbed him by the collar, and pressed him for answers. The man looked Jaehwan up and down, then his face went even paler.


Jaehwan continued.


“Where did you say the souls from the Fishing Spots went?”


“L-Let go of me first.”


The man stammered in confusion at Jaehwan’s intimidating presence, then seemed to realize something and waved his hands.


“Ah, are you a slave trader? Too bad, but 〈Caspion Auction House〉 is a bust this week. 〈Metaverse〉 already cleared out all the stock.”


“Metaverse?”


“Hm, are you from another Site? It is that place.”


In the direction the man pointed, advertisements flashed across a screen.


“Vicegerent of Apollo, ‘Xenobis,’ declares entry in the 2,971st 〈Metaverse〉!”

“Vicegerent of Drake, ‘Pilgrim,’ announces intent to participate in the 2,971st 〈Metaverse〉.”

“Mid-grade god ‘Gale’ declares direct entry in the 2,971st 〈Metaverse〉!”

“《Little Brother》 Special...”


“What is that...”


The moment Jaehwan released him, the man was already running away.


Runald muttered beside him.


“Come to think of it, I have heard about it too. I heard there is a place like that in Caspion. It is called the ‘playground of gods’...”


[No.]


Andersen spoke.


[Absolutely not.]


Her voice was too firm.


[It is not a place any sane soul should go. I am sorry, but your friend is already... Hey!]


Whatever she said, Jaehwan was already moving.


After using 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 to grasp a map of the surrounding area, Jaehwan quickly headed off. Runald hurried after him with short steps.


Before long, the center of 〈Caspion〉 came into view.


Buildings with a unique skyline that brought a massive circus to mind. Souls in all kinds of outfits moved between them. Groups of hippies puffed on cigarettes. There were people dressed like medieval knights, and others armed like tribespeople from an isolated island.


[Wait! Stop, I said!]


They walked for another five minutes or so.


Across a narrow alley, lights poured down from something that resembled an extravagant theme park.


“Fair rewards for those who strive!”

“Welcome to 〈Metaverse〉.”


The tower revealed beside the signs was made from enormous wheel-shaped discs stacked atop one another. It rose so high beyond the clouds that its peak could not be seen.


It was larger than any structure Jaehwan had ever seen.


“In honor of Master ‘Neil Crash.’”


Those words were written before the colossal tower.


Master. Jaehwan knew well what kind of race received that title.


[Damn it. To think I would come back here alive.]


‘Why is the Tower of Nightmares in the Abyss?’


[Why do you think? There are lunatics who miss the days when they were Products.]
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Jaehwan was about to ask who in the world would miss something like that when strange letters became legible at the center of 〈Metaverse〉.


「Lo...rd... Pro...duct... Big...」

「...ab...out... con...tained」


He remembered seeing a similar mass of letters in the Tower of Nightmares once operated by Beastrein.


A sharp ache ran through Jaehwan's head, and several sentences surfaced in his mind. They were not his memories.


They were Mulack's memories. A passage from the 『Record of the Abyss』.


「Long ago, there was a tower built to reach the end of the Tree of Illusion. A tower made by an old dream demon to challenge the end of the world.」


Instinctively, Jaehwan realized that tower was the 〈Metaverse〉 before him.


Mulack was not the only one who had wished to climb to the peak of that distant 《Tree of Illusion》 nine hundred years ago. Just as Jaehwan had created the Tower of Awakening in Chaos, someone in the Abyss had attempted something similar.


“Who runs this tower?”


[If the Driver hasn't changed yet, it is probably that bastard Sloth.]


Sloth?


A group appeared behind him. They were the Followers dressed like medieval knights he had seen earlier.


“Move.”


The one who spoke was a man clad head to toe in red full plate armor. There was something strangely familiar about the red aura flowing through his visor.


Their eyes met. The man hesitated, then stared at Dokbul in Jaehwan's hand before asking with bright eyes, “That is a fine sword. Have you ever killed a dragon?”


“Long ago.”


“I see.”


The man studied Jaehwan with interest for a while before turning toward the tower. The group behind him followed, giving Jaehwan a wide berth.


Startled voices rose from the crowd gathered near the tower.


“They are the Dragon Knights of the Red Tower. Drake's Followers!”


Drake. They were probably people with a Worldview related to dragons.


There were many other participants as well. Some were people Jaehwan had seen on the streets of the Abyss earlier.


“Spartacus's Followers came too.”


“I heard an Awakened One is competing this year. Is that true?”


“Those people will use the High Pass, so they will start from at least the fifth floor. The newcomers making their debut this year will have it rough.”


“Come on, it’s not like we’re aiming for the rankings. We should earn some trust and get out.”


Where had all these people come from?


Jaehwan did not know whether they truly missed the days when they had been Products. One thing was certain, though.


They were going to challenge the tower once more.


[This is my final warning. If you go in there, I will not help you anymore. No, I can't help you.]


“How much do you know about that tower?”


[It is where trashy gods live.]


“Is that all?”


[I have been there once before.]


Andersen hesitated before adding,


[And I lost everything there.]


Her voice trembled as though even thinking about it made her sick. A commotion broke out near the outer edge of the tower.


“Alright, Fishing Spot souls, this way.”


At a glance, they looked like the line of detainees he had seen earlier. It seemed the man from the auction house entrance had been right. Jaehwan immediately approached them.


[I am warning you, don't waste your strength. It will end exactly like before.]


“What will happen to them? Will they become the gods' Followers?”


[That would be better. They will probably become the gods' Dolls.]


“Dolls?”


[Shells for the gods. Vicegerents who have lost their souls. Every Doll in that tower has their sense of self erased and becomes a tool of the gods.]


“Why would they do that? Wasn't the gods' goal to gather as many Followers as possible?”


[Because 〈Metaverse〉 is a tower where gods who hate Followers more than anyone in the Abyss live.]


Jaehwan fell silent.


The tail of the line vanished before his eyes, and the tower's doors closed. His hand moved toward his sword hilt again.


[You will die if you go in there! Even you...]


“Tell me how to save my friend.”


After a brief pause, Andersen spoke.


[If you officially participate in the Metaverse event, you might meet him if you are lucky. The Doll Auction begins from the seventh floor, so if you can reach it, you could save him. No, I told you, that is like a dream! No matter how strong you are, do you have any idea how dangerous that place is...]


Yoonhwan was in there.


His friend, who had given his life to clear the 《Tower of Nightmares》, was being dragged into a tower all over again. All so he could become the gods' toy.


“Jaehwan, the regular entrance is over there.”


Perhaps Runald had already sensed something from Jaehwan's mood. Runald clutched Jaehwan's sleeve with a grim expression.


[Hey, Runald! You!]


Andersen shouted furiously, but Runald could not hear her.


“But will this be alright? I begged to go several times before, but Andersen-nim always stopped me.”


Even though Runald could not hear Andersen, he sounded as though he were answering her.


Jaehwan quietly looked down at Runald.


“You can wait outside if you are scared.”


“No. I want to go with you! I thought it was a place I would have to visit someday.”


“Why?”


“Because... it has something to do with Andersen.”


Ignoring Andersen's continued protests, Jaehwan approached the ticket booths. Souls were already standing in short lines at each one.


Jaehwan chose booth number six. The clerk gave him a bored once-over.


“Admission is fifty trust per day. I can give you a week for two hundred fifty.”


The clerk sounded like they were selling tickets to an amusement park.


Jaehwan thought for a moment, then asked Runald, “What is trust?”


“It is the currency of the Abyss. It is like a crystallized form of the Followers' so-called faith...”


“Do we have any?”


“Well, we do, but Andersen-nim will probably...”


[No. Absolutely not. Do you think I will give it to you?]


Jaehwan quietly focused his mind. A small wallet appeared in his head.


It was not his wallet.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan opened it. When he spread his hand, two small crystal fragments lay in his palm.


“This is all of it.”


[My money! Aah, my money! You thieving bastard!]


“It is about two hundred trust.”


Jaehwan handed over the crystals without hesitation.


“Two people, for two days.”


“Two days? Are you serious?”


“I don’t have much money.”


“Hm. Do not regret it later. You read the warning properly, right?”


The clerk pointed to the warning above the ticket booth.


Caution! If you fail to renew your ticket after the admission period expires, you will become a Doll of 〈Metaverse〉. Be sure to renew your ticket before it expires.


A Doll. Was that what Andersen had meant earlier?


[Scared? You can quit right now if you are. Do you know what horrible things happen to Dolls...]


It’s a nightmare tower. I expected a penalty like this.


[Well, look at you. It seems you came from quite the impressive nightmare tower.]


The tower Jaehwan had graduated from was also a Master’s Tower, so it certainly had been impressive. Still, he had no desire to mention it.


“Enter over there.”


There were two entrances in the direction the clerk indicated.


Normal Pass

High Pass


“Oh, and do not go through the High Pass. You will get struck by lightning and die.”


Most participants dressed as shabbily as Jaehwan entered through the Normal Pass.


A small number of participants with flashy equipment entered through the High Pass. Among them was the man in full plate armor who had nearly picked a fight with Jaehwan earlier. The man seemed to glance at Jaehwan before disappearing through the door.


Still, the man in full plate armor was not what caught Jaehwan's attention.


That kid?


There was a boy with a familiar appearance. A snapback worn backward, headphones pulled low, and a jacket like a baseball varsity jacket.


There was no mistake. Jaehwan had definitely seen him before.


Before Jaehwan could approach, though, the boy disappeared into the crowd entering through the High Pass.


[Jealous? Too bad. This is a game where people with lots of money and Followers have the advantage. Everyone entering through the High Pass will start from the fifth floor.]


‘Is starting on a higher floor better?’


[They can quickly monopolize the hunting grounds and Hidden Items in this round of the Metaverse.]


Jaehwan stared at the High Pass entrance for a moment.


[Do you get it now? You have to compete with people like that. And that is not all. Do you know how vicious and horrible the people already living inside the tower are...]


“I am going in.”


Andersen fell silent at those words, spoken without the slightest hesitation.


[Are you serious?]


“Yes.”


Jaehwan could feel Andersen's deep agitation and anger.


“You want it too, don't you?”


[W-what nonsense are you talking about? Why would I go back there...]


She had once been a Cultivator, one who operated a nightmare tower like that. He did not know why, but she truly hated that tower.


If that was true...


“You said you lost everything in that tower.”


Andersen would help with this.


“Then you can take it all back this time.”


* * *


At the same time, Adel Richmond, director of the 〈World Force Suppression Bureau〉, arrived at the entrance to the 〈Caspion detention center〉 with a battalion sent by high-grade gods from various regions.


“Are you sure this is the place?”


“Yes. There was a World Force reaction here.”


While Adel remeasured the World Force reaction near the detention center, members who had been called out by the alarm grumbled behind the director.


“Disaster Level 8? How could that be real?”


“It has to be a malfunction. Measuring devices break sometimes.”


“Our director is too sensitive.”


Adel frowned and looked up. The members quickly looked away in different directions.


The director cursed inwardly but did not show it. It would be better if they were right and the measuring device had malfunctioned.


But then...


Beep.


The World Force reaction was still there.


“S-so it was real.”


The member holding the measuring device trembled.


It was faint, but there were clearly traces of a combat Setting having manifested nearby. The strange part was that, despite the amount of World Force being enough to trigger a Level 8 disaster alert, there was not a single physical trace left on the surrounding terrain.


“Director, no matter how hard we look, there does not seem to have been a fight. We asked around for witnesses, but no one saw anything even resembling one.”


It was impossible.


A month ago, when high-grade gods had fought through their Vicegerents, an entire small district of 〈Caspion〉 had been swept away. Yet a Level 8 disaster had left no trace?


The members gathering information eventually returned with something they had learned.


It came from a guard who had been stationed at the detention center entrance. A low-grade Follower of Vanguard, the God of Protection.


“Well, there was one naked pervert who caused a small commotion.”


“A commotion? Did anyone die?”


“No. He only grabbed his sword hilt.”


His sword hilt?


“You idiot, when did our director ask about something like that?”


“B-but we were told to report anything unusual...”


“Even so, no one told you to report something that stupid...”


“What time was it?”


“Excuse me?”


The director's expression had stiffened.


“I asked what time it happened.”


“Please wait a moment. The time...”


The Follower pressed a hand to their temple with a gloomy expression. It seemed they had activated Vanguard's Setting, 「Action Cam」.


A moment later, the Follower gave the time.


“What? That makes no sense.”


A member who heard the time muttered in disbelief.


The time reported by Vanguard's Follower exactly matched the moment the 〈World Force Suppression Bureau〉’s Followers had collapsed.


It was logically impossible. A Level 8 disaster alert had gone off because someone grabbed a sword hilt?


“It doesn’t make sense.”


But what if someone existed who could produce that much World Force simply by gripping a sword hilt?


It was a chilling thought, but not an impossible one. The 《Abyss》 sometimes held monsters who existed beyond all standards.


For example, that little Awakened One who had slipped past high-grade gods' Followers a month ago and vanished.


“Can you show me the footage?”


“Here it is.”


The footage did show a naked man gripping a sword hilt.


“Why is the image quality so poor?”


“I do not know.”


“Video interference?”


The footage looked heavily pixelated.


To cause interference of this degree, the person involved would have to be a retainer of at least a highest-grade god. Perhaps highest-grade gods, or, in the worst case, a retainer of the Seven Divine Thrones, had secretly visited 〈Caspion〉.


If someone that strong had entered, there should have been an issue at the checkpoints first.


“Director, we brought them.”


Adel soon summoned the station chiefs who had handled checkpoint shifts over the past few days. Nothing stood out.


Just as the director was about to give up, one statement from the station chief in charge of Gate 84 caught Adel's attention.


“Well, there was one strange Vicegerent... but they were a beginner, and the god was low-grade...”


“Report it.”


“They were peculiar. Their Worldview had everyone naked. It reminded me of the old days, so I gave them a lecture...”


“...What did you say?”


“Pardon?”


“What did you just say?”


“Um... which part?”


“The part about a naked Worldview.”


“Ah. There was one Vicegerent and one Follower, and both were naked. Honestly, using such a vulgar Worldview in this day and age...”


Not simply naked, but a Worldview based on it?


“No way...”


A naked Vicegerent.


Director Adel Richmond knew of one god in the 《Abyss》 with that Worldview.


“Was the name of the god they served Andersen?”


“Oh, yes. That is right. How did you know?”


Adel gave a bitter smile at the clueless look on the station chief's face.


A great deal of time had passed. Did young people these days not even know Naked Andersen?


More importantly, if that Vicegerent of Andersen had truly returned here, it was no ordinary problem.


“Where was Andersen's Vicegerent last spotted?”


“At the entrance to the 〈Metaverse〉.”


The Metaverse.


Only then did Adel understand how this would unfold.


“A real disaster may soon strike Caspion.”
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「Who would have guessed someone like that would show up?」


-Excerpt from the channel of Rene, survivor of the 2,971st Metaverse round.


* * *


[Hey. So.]


Andersen sounded terribly uneasy the whole time they entered the Metaverse.


[What you said was really cool and all, but.]


But?


[Just coming here is not enough, okay? Think it over again. Besides, we have a kid with us!]


The “kid” seemed to think he had come to play and happily followed behind Jaehwan.


“Yay, Metaverse. It’s the Metaverse. I’m finally making my Metaverse debut!”


[Damn it, that pathetic bastard. I really will not help you, got it? I warned you.]


Andersen chattered like a little bird as they walked down the Metaverse’s long corridor.


[I mean it. I will not interfere at all! Really!]


“Do whatever you want.”


[But you cannot go that way. Take the path on the right.]


Jaehwan hesitated for a moment.


“You know this place well.”


[Of course. I’ve been here before.]


“You talk like a Regressor.”


[Regression? Ahem. I do not know what that means, but...]


“No, you failed to finish the climb, so dropout suits you better. I hope your experience as a dropout proves useful.”


[Hey. Why are you so nasty?]


Despite her grumbling, Andersen sounded strangely excited.


[That path is faster after all. It is exactly like it was in my day. You get through here by...]


“I thought you said you would not interfere.”


A strange message then appeared before Jaehwan.


[■■■?#%!@#$$#■■wel■■%■■come■?]


The message screen distorted with crackling sparks.


[Come to think of it, you are an Awakened One. You cannot recognize the 《System Interface》.]


He had struggled with the same problem while in 《Chaos》. It seemed the tower’s System took the same form as the one in 《Chaos》.


[Fine, I’ll be generous. I’ll share my vision with you, so read the messages. You will lose out badly in this tower if you cannot read System messages.]


At Andersen’s words, the distorted message displayed properly. It had been a while since he had seen text like this.


[Welcome to ‘Metaverse Floor 1’.]

[You have entered ‘Bus Stop 1-5’.]


The surroundings rippled, revealing a square room. Stalls resembling those in a massive shopping mall lined both sides of the spacious chamber. There were general stores selling consumables, as well as shops that could modify 「Parts」 and 「Settings」.


The unusual part was that every shopkeeper wore an expression as stiff as a wax figure.


[You are currently a passenger on ‘Metaverse Floor 1’.]

[You are currently in a ‘Safe Zone’.]

[Your World Force will be displayed in real time, and anyone may check your World Force.]

[Measuring your current World Force.]

[You have not yet been assigned a ranking.]


It appeared that even the total amount of World Force one possessed was displayed here. Jaehwan frowned slightly. He had not expected World Force to be converted into numbers.


If World Force was also a concept reduced to numerical values, what made it any different from the spiritual power used in Chaos?


[Unable to measure the user’s World Force!]


Andersen, who was sharing the messages with Jaehwan, spoke in confusion.


[Is it an error?]


[Unable to measure the user’s World Force!]


His status as an Awakened One seemed to have affected the System information again. It was similar to what had happened in Chaos.


[Well, it cannot be helped. Read this first. You can see the window I shared, right?]


Jaehwan checked the Metaverse guide he had received.


+


<Passenger Rules>


1. The Metaverse consists of ten floors. Clear the task on each floor to advance to the next.


2. You can acquire ‘trust’ through the tasks on each floor. Trust can be used to purchase shop items or strengthen your Worldview.


3. Passengers residing on each floor may descend to lower floors through bus stops. However, descending one or more floors below your current floor will incur a certain penalty.


4. Passengers who wish to disembark may press the ‘Exit Bell’ provided on each floor to escape the bus. However, if you disembark before reaching the seventh floor, 1,000 trust and half the trust acquired within the tower will be collected as a disembarkation fee.


5. Once your admission ticket expires, you will be collected as a Metaverse ‘Doll’.


6. Only nine passengers may reside on Metaverse Floor 9, and all of them will qualify to challenge the ‘final floor’.


7. Passengers who reach the final floor may make one wish to the Metaverse’s owner, the ‘Driver’.


+


Jaehwan read through the rules carefully.


The contents themselves were simple. The goal of this 〈Metaverse〉 was ultimately to climb to the tenth floor and meet the Driver. It was a familiar system for Jaehwan, who had already climbed the 《Tower of Nightmares》 to the top.


[That is right. You understood it well.]


Gazing at the top of the towering structure, Jaehwan briefly reviewed what he needed to gain here.


First, reach the tower’s seventh floor and save Yoonhwan.


Second, experience the gods’ particular way of fighting.


And third...


If the 『Record of the Abyss』 were correct, Mulack had also passed through this tower. If so, there might be a clue at its summit that led to the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》 Mulack had discovered.


He was seriously organizing his thoughts when...


“Hey, everyone.”


A strange sound reached him.


...?


When he turned around, he realized it was not a greeting directed at him.


“Everyone, can you guess where we are? Want a little peek? There, do you get it now?”


A woman with soft brown hair and light leather armor was talking eagerly into empty air.


“The Metaverse again? You are not interested? Oh, come on. Rene is finally challenging the Metaverse for the tenth time! Oh my, this is not a promotion. My channel does not even have many viewer gods, so what alliance would give me a promotion deal?”


The woman who introduced herself as Rene did not seem particularly skilled at broadcasting. Yet that clumsy side of her was what kept her viewer gods watching.


Rene frantically responded to each of their comments.


“You think I look like Sirwen? Gasp. Thank you! I really like Sirwen. She speaks so well, and she is so cool.”


Pleased, Rene raised her voice a notch.


“More importantly, I prepared new content today. It is called, ‘Carrying a Metaverse Beginner!’”


Rene’s eyes quickly searched the area.


“You are asking where you can find a beginner in the Metaverse these days? Surprisingly, there is one. Look! No matter how you look at him, he is clearly a beginner! Let me introduce, ‘Mr. Beginner’!”


Jaehwan blankly looked down at the microphone stab in front of him. What was this supposed to be?


“Hmm? Maybe he is nervous because this is his first broadcast. Gods, what do we do at times like this? Yup, slip Mr. Beginner some trust!”


[‘Rene’ has donated 100 trust.]


Andersen, who had remained silent, casually remarked.


[I heard there were people like this these days. It is strange seeing one in person.]


Jaehwan roughly understood what was going on.


‘A streamer, perhaps.’


Come to think of it, there had been a similar job in the world he left behind.


“Excuse me, but would you mind playing along a little? I will give you more trust.”


[What are you doing? React already.]


‘Why would I?’


[She said she will give you trust. Take it, raise your World Force, and buy Parts. You need to save your friend, and repay the trust you borrowed from me.]


‘That was not a loan.’


At some point, Runald was also looking up at Jaehwan with sparkling eyes. Jaehwan gave a short sigh and shook his head.


“I am Jaehwan.”


Rene stared blankly at his indifferent answer, then spoke again.


“Jaehwan! That is an unusual name. What brought you here? Could you be... a trust-grinder?”


“A trust-grinder?”


“Oh, you do not know what that is?”


When Jaehwan shrugged, Rene’s eyes lit up as if she had found the perfect topic for content.


“A trust-grinder is...”


According to her, it was short for someone who came to the Metaverse to earn trust.


Jaehwan answered.


“I came to save a friend.”


“A friend?”


“I heard a friend of mine was brought here. I intend to save him and leave.”


Normally, he would not have explained himself at such length. This time, though, things were a little different. He did not intend to remain in this tower long anyway, and if that woman was really broadcasting, it might help him find Yoonhwan.


Rene seemed to like his answer.


“You came all the way to this dangerous Metaverse to save a friend who was dragged into the tower by evil forces! I think I am about to cry.”


That was not quite right.


[The viewer gods watching ‘Rene’ take an interest in you.]


The voices of the gods began to reach Jaehwan in fragments. He was probably hearing them through Andersen.


This seemed to be the 《Little Brother》 that demon had mentioned.


“But Mr. Beginner, you are not wearing even a single thread.”


“That is true.”


“I do not know what circumstances led to this, but can you really save your friend without even one piece of armor? Look, everyone over there is wearing something.”


She pointed to a group of Followers of low-grade gods gathered nearby, just like Jaehwan.


The passengers had already begun forming groups, seemingly finding climbers to ascend the tower with. A few glanced toward Jaehwan, but soon shook their heads and looked away.


“I do not need it.”


“That will not do! Mr. Beginner, join my team!”


“No.”


“An instant ‘Rene Team’ has been formed! The members are Rene, the Natural Beginner, and the cute pretty boy!”


Runald opened his eyes wide and began to mutter, “I think I like...” when Jaehwan cut him off.


“I said no.”


“Good, very good. When someone you do not know makes all sorts of offers, you have to refuse firmly, just like that!”


Jaehwan’s response did not seem to sit well with the gods.


[Few gods criticize that this is clearly an act.]

[Few gods question where anyone could find a beginner in the ‘Metaverse’ these days.]


“An act?”


[Some gods insist that he is clearly a hidden-strength Follower.]


A hidden-strength Follower, in simple terms, was a Follower concealing their power.


“A hidden-strength Follower? So Rene got tricked? But he was really just a beginner passing by!”


Rene glanced at Jaehwan, covered her mouth with one hand, then turned away and began whispering.


“Gods, how about this? ‘The Grand Operation to Determine Whether This Person Is a Beginner or Not.’”


Of course, Jaehwan could hear every word. He wondered whether she had even intended to hide it.


After reaching an agreement with her viewers, Rene spun back toward Jaehwan.


“Oh dear, I am sorry. My viewer gods are very suspicious by nature. Mr. Beginner, may I ask what floor your friend is on?”


“I heard that those brought in as ‘Dolls’ usually go to the seventh floor.”


“A Doll? Your friend was brought here as a ‘Doll’?”


Rene’s expression changed slightly as she added,


“Is your friend particularly attractive? If so, he might be popular as a display doll and have made it to the ninth floor... Though it is unlikely.”


Jaehwan thought for a moment before answering.


“He might be on the ninth floor.”


“My goodness. The ninth floor... You really are a beginner if you can say something that ridiculous. Then this is a serious problem...”


While Rene pondered someone else’s problem for them, Jaehwan turned his attention to the souls gathered before the entrance to the first floor. They were busily talking about the Metaverse for this round.


“What patch version is this again?”


“Ver. 9.61.”


“Oh, it is that version? The one they promoted as bringing back the nostalgia of the early Metaverse?”


An advertisement related to 〈Metaverse〉 was playing on the screen above the entrance to the first floor.


-Anyone can make it to the fifth floor through effort alone. We will give you back the thrill of the day you first encountered 〈Metaverse〉.


The man in golden armor looked, at a glance, like a Vicegerent of a high-grade god. People clicked their tongues.


“Do you believe that? I would sooner believe that the Great Realm are fair to everyone.”


“It is just a battle between idiots who spend lots of trust. We can earn a little and get out.”


“Who is going to reach the ninth floor this round?”


Some of the chatting passengers seemed to have participated in previous versions of 〈Metaverse〉.


Having finally made up her mind, Rene asked,


“Excuse me, are you really going to participate? I am not broadcasting this, so please answer honestly. You could really die if you go in like this. This is not a place beginners should come to carelessly.”


Rene’s eyes were quite serious. Jaehwan replied in an even more serious voice.


“I will participate.”


“W-wow. Gods, did you hear that? He is serious. He is the real deal!”


“Did you not say you turned the broadcast off?”


She did not seem to care about Jaehwan’s remark.


“You said I turned the broadcast off, so why would I tease a beginner? This was all part of Rene’s grand plan to show the gods Mr. Beginner’s sincerity!”


“...”


“Anyway, Rene is really fired up now. I will make sure this person gets to the seventh floor. What? You feel sorry for the beginner?”


After fuming at empty air for a while, she suddenly began offering earnest advice.


“Mr. Beginner, listen carefully. Veteran Rene’s first piece of advice. See those people in matching clothes over there? Never get involved with them.”


The people she pointed to looked dangerous at first glance. In particular, the ones with long pipes tucked into their belts seemed vaguely familiar.


“And do you see those people talking to empty air? Be careful around them too.”


At the back of the group, several people muttered to empty air by themselves. Some had what looked like Action Cams floating before them and made strange gestures.


“Most people who start from the first floor without a High Pass are nothing special, but there are exceptions. The ones who come here to enjoy what they call ‘noob slaughter.’ They broadcast that by...”


“You appear to be in the same category as them.”


“Ahaha... Mr. Beginner, you really catch on quickly.”


Rene smiled with her eyes.


“Whether you trust me or not is up to you. Like you said, if my viewer gods tell me to stab you in the back, I have to do it.”


Her gaze made it impossible to tell whether she was joking. Even so, Jaehwan liked the honesty in her voice. It reminded him somehow of when he had first entered 《Chaos》.


[Be careful. I have a bad feeling about her. She reminds me of someone I used to know...]


Without answering Andersen, Jaehwan walked toward the entrance to the first floor.


[‘Metaverse Floor 1’ will officially open shortly.]

[This 〈Metaverse〉 is based on the initial Setting created by Master ‘Neil Crash’. For further details, please refer to the Ver. 9.61 ‘Metaverse Setting Guide’.]

[The ‘Metaverse Setting Guide’ is currently available for purchase. Would you like to buy it?]


Rene made a fuss beside him at the purchase window floating before his face.


“Oh, here they go again, those merchants. Never buy this Setting Guide, okay?”


“Then what should we buy here?”


“Hmm, well...”


Sociable Runald was already in the middle of a lively conversation with Rene.


[‘Metaverse Floor 1’ will open in 5 minutes.]

[The shop is currently selling the ‘Metaverse Patch Ver. 9.61 Commemorative Beginner Package’.]


“This is the one to buy! Should I buy you one?”


“Yes!”


Runald smiled brightly and shouted.


[The shop is currently selling the ‘Metaverse Patch Ver. 9.61 Commemorative Beginner Package II’.]


“Please buy this too!”


“Oh, how cute. Here you go!”


[A package bundle discount event is currently in progress.]

[The ‘Metaverse Patch Ver. 9.61 Commemorative Growth Package’ is currently on sale.]


“This too!”


“Huh? Ah, this too...”


[The ‘Metaverse Patch Ver. 9.61 Commemorative Growth Package II’ is currently on sale.]

[The ‘Star Stream Collaboration’ event package is currently on sale.]


“That one looks good too.”


“You are quite something, aren’t you?”


While Runald and Rene chattered away, Jaehwan frowned at the empty air. Selling items in packages in advance. He had never seen such a system even in the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


[Something strange has been added.]


‘When did you come here?’


[About five hundred years ago.]


When he was unfamiliar with something, the best course was to listen to the opinions around him. As he quietly listened, voices rose from all sides.


“Still, the beginner packages are pretty efficient, right?”


“It is much better than starting from nothing. If you climb by grinding with nothing, you will see hell.”


Runald, having gotten thoroughly fleeced by Rene, approached Jaehwan while wearing sparkling equipment.


“Jaehwan-nim! I got so much! Here, this is for you too, Jaehwan-nim...”


“I am fine. You use it.”


“R-really?”


As if he were truly moved, tears welled in Runald’s eyes.


“Hm.”


Rene looked at Jaehwan with an expression of genuine pity. She seemed to have bought several packages herself, as a special aura floated around her.


[Entry will begin in 30 seconds.]


“By the way, we are on the same team now, so should we speak casually to each other?”


“No.”


“I do not want to either, but you already dropped the formal speech. How old are you?”


“Two thousand years old.”


Rene was briefly startled by Jaehwan’s reply, then deliberately lifted her chin.


“Then I am twenty thousand years old.”


Jaehwan glanced at Rene as if he had not expected that.


[Entry will begin in 10 seconds.]


“Really?”


“What do you think?”


Along with Rene’s sparkling eyes, Andersen’s voice reached him.


[I am telling you again, be really careful around her. I have a feeling that...]


With a brilliant flash of light, the entrance to 〈Metaverse〉 opened.
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From the Root, the Tower of Nightmares, to the Branch, the Abyss, Jaehwan had experienced all kinds of missions. There had been floors of burning hell and gates of frozen frost. He had hunted horned beasts and fought terrifyingly powerful foes.


Yet none of the worlds Jaehwan had experienced resembled the first floor of the Metaverse now spread before him.


“Surprised?”


Rene, watching Jaehwan’s reaction, spoke to him.


“Have you ever seen buildings like that? They’re pointlessly tall and spiky. Strange, right?”


It was strange.


This world resembled a city Jaehwan knew very well. Familiar statues stood in the wide-open plaza. Huge billboards bore familiar writing.


Rene looked at the scene with an odd expression.


“I’ve come here a few times myself, but it always feels strange. They say it’s a planet on the outskirts of the Peripheral Worlds, but Dream Demons especially love this place.”


Jaehwan did not bother telling her that the name of that Peripheral Worlds planet was Earth.


Runald, tense beside him, grabbed Jaehwan and muttered, “Jaehwan-nim. I’ve seen this place too.”


“You’ve seen it?”


“Yes. I looked through some other Worldviews while visiting an alley workshop before. This is the world where you become a Hunter and hunt lots of monsters, right?”


Jaehwan did not know what to say. If the Earth he knew was that Earth, then becoming Hunters to hunt monsters...


[Welcome to ‘Metaverse Floor 1’.]

[The base Worldview of this floor is 『Hunter Fiction』.]


...should have been impossible.


“Hunter Fiction?”


A conversation he had once had with Yoonhwan came to mind.


“What was your hobby before you came here, Jaehwan?”


When had that been? Around the time they reached the tenth floor of the 《Tower of Nightmares》, perhaps. Jaehwan could not remember what he had answered. One thing was certain, he had asked Yoonhwan the same question. Yoonhwan had probably answered like this.


“Hmm... I don’t know. Watching movies or dramas?”

“That’s a quiet hobby.”

“That quiet hobby helps quite a bit here. This tower is similar to a movie I watched once. Stories where people are trapped and given survival missions are popular these days.”

“Really? I don’t think I’ve seen many.”

“They’re more common in novels. If I had to classify this genre... ‘Hunter Fiction’? Or maybe ‘tower climbing fiction.’”


They had definitely talked about that. Hunter Fiction. Would things have been different if he had asked what kind of genre it was?


Sighs rose all around him.


“What, Hunter Fiction again?”


“That Driver really has no creativity.”


“They never stop talking about new patches, but none of them are fresh.”


Having roughly grasped the Worldview, Rene nodded and added, “You’re lucky. Worlds like this usually focus on subjugating monsters. Gates will probably open and monsters will emerge. Taking them out will likely be the first floor’s Task. Ah, I wish we’d gotten something more interesting.”


Watching Rene hum to herself and the others prepare for the Task as though it bored them, Jaehwan felt deeply unsettled.


What did “interesting” even mean in this world?


[Some gods are greatly disappointed by the Worldview of Metaverse Floor 1!]


Was it the same kind of fun Yoonhwan found in movies?


“Over there.”


One passenger pointed to the edge of the plaza.


Since when had they been there? A group of creatures stood between the forest of buildings, watching them. Purple skin. Pointed ears and hideous teeth. Small monsters with threatening muscles.


Jaehwan knew them too. He had hunted those monsters throughout his climb up the Tower of Nightmares.


“Goblins.”


The instant someone muttered that, the passengers around them changed.


“What? This’ll be ridiculously easy.”


“Move. The First Kill is mine!”


Passengers who had already closed the distance drew their weapons.


The first to move was one of the people who had pipes tucked into their belts earlier. A man pulled something like a blade from his elbow and beheaded the nearest goblin, unleashing powerful World Force.


[Someone has achieved the ‘First Kill’ achievement!]

[A Token has been acquired.]


+


<Token Acquisition Rankings>


1. Aime Beast - 1 Token


+


The moment they saw the rankings page, chaos erupted.


“Kill them fast! There might be a mass slaughter achievement.”


“Where’s the boss? Find it, now!”


Token counts climbed without pause. The head of a screaming goblin rolled across the ground.


So this was an ordinary Hunter Fiction world, and hunting goblins was the Task. At this difficulty, it was no different from the first floor of the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


But was that really all there was to it?


“Jaehwan-nim! There isn’t even one left nearby!”


Runald looked up at him anxiously. Starting late in a mission like this put someone at a disadvantage. Jaehwan showed no sign of moving.


Without looking back, he asked, “You’re not going?”


Rene shrugged.


“What about you, Mr. Beginner?”


“Same reason as you.”


Rene smiled in satisfaction.


“Veteran Rene’s second piece of advice. Don’t act carelessly before the floor’s ‘Task’ has been announced.”


As in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, finding out the Task of a floor was one of the most basic requirements for clearing it.


Of course, that strategy did not always work.


[Floor 1 passenger ‘Dynas’ has reclaimed first place in Area Points!]


“What? Who took first place?”


Amid startled shouts, the competition to seize first place in points grew increasingly fierce. The plaza was soon filled with heat as messages announcing the passengers’ rising points appeared without pause.


Even then, package sales meant to fuel the competition continued.


[‘Basic Attack Power Enhancement Scroll’ is currently for sale. Would you like to purchase it?]

[The ‘Floor 1-exclusive Combat Power Increase Part Set’ is currently for sale. Would you like to purchase it?]


Passengers continuously pressed purchase buttons in midair. They had gathered an astonishing amount of trust somewhere, and none of them hesitated.


Some even treated the massacre itself as content.


“Alright, everyone. I’m going to fry this goblin with electricity now.”


Most of them had broadcast-related Settings, like Rene.


“Experiment one. How many minutes can a goblin survive in fire?”


“They say anything tastes good sous vide. So what happens if you sous vide a goblin?”


From torturing goblins to cooking them, it was madness, as though they intended to try every experiment possible with goblins.


Jaehwan pressed his throbbing temple and muttered, “Why go that far?”


“Because the gods find it entertaining.”


Rene watched the passengers with indifferent eyes. Goblins were fried by electricity and roasted in flames. It was enough to make him sick, yet the gods cheered and sent messages.


“Everyone hates goblins. Even if you beat a passing goblin to death, the gods will applaud. Everyone has had trouble with goblins at least once.”


Goblins were filthy monsters that spread disease and lived by sucking the lifeblood of other beings. Jaehwan knew their habits well.


But could that justify such cruelty?


“What about you?”


“I don’t want to earn money by going that far. Ah, I’m not saying those passengers are wrong, of course. They have to make a living too.”


Watching the goblins die without pause, even Runald looked away in discomfort.


[A limited event has been activated!]

[The ‘Metaverse’ has received a request from the high-floor ‘Alliance’.]

[The high-grade gods of the ‘Alliance’ declare that they will award 3,000 trust to those who demonstrate more first forms of goblin torture.]


“Three thousand?” Rene muttered.


“Will you do it?”


“No. It’s tempting, but no.”


Seeing her shake her head, even though she seemed as though she would offer anything for trust crystals, Jaehwan revised his assessment of Rene slightly.


Then a message appeared before him.


[The Task for ‘Metaverse Floor 1’ has arrived!]


+


<Metaverse Floor 1>


Task: Hunt goblins for 30 minutes and acquire ten Tokens.

Reward: Entry to Floor 2 and 500 trust.


+


The passengers who saw the first floor’s objective paused and looked at one another.


“I figured it would be goblin hunting. Let’s go.”


Only then did passengers who had been waiting like Jaehwan and Rene start moving quickly.


Rene loosened up and looked at Jaehwan.


“Hmm, this is different from what I expected. There’s usually a trap in missions like this. At this rate, it’ll be faster to hunt separately.”


“Do what you want.”


“Then see you later. Mr. Beginner, don’t die!”


Rene leaped lightly and vanished between the buildings in an instant. Judging by her footwork, she was certainly no ordinary fighter.


“Jaehwan-nim, I’ll take a look around too!”


Runald, who had already cracked his ankles and warmed up, took off running. Before Jaehwan could ask anything, Runald’s retreating figure had already disappeared into the distance.


Andersen said, [That one has always been excellent at running away. You don’t need to worry too much if the opponent is a goblin. But will you be okay? There isn’t even one left nearby.]


He needed a total of ten goblin Tokens. The problem was how few goblins remained.


“What? Where did all the goblins go?”


Passengers searching nearby wore dumbfounded expressions. Inside the buildings and out, the goblins had already been completely wiped out.


“Metaverse, spawn more goblins!”


“Spawn them!”


There was no sign of any new goblins appearing. The reason soon became clear.


[You may purchase a ‘Floor 1 New Item’.]

[Would you like to purchase the ‘Goblin Spawn Location Map’?]


Complaints poured from the passengers. Even Jaehwan found it absurd. Did they have to buy something like this too?


Passengers who had grabbed maps ran off amid the constant chiming of purchase notifications.


[Do you have any trust left?]


‘No.’


[Then what will you do?]


Jaehwan had no intention of paying for a map. This was a matter of pride.


He slowly closed his eyes and focused.


As he expanded the range of 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」, he soon sensed goblins and passengers in the distance.


Andersen muttered in admiration. [Awakened Ones really are ridiculous. But you’re something else too.]


‘Can’t gods do this?’


[There are probably gods capable of something similar.]


‘Looks like you can’t.’


[Did you really want to say that so badly?]


While Andersen fumed, Jaehwan headed toward the goblins he sensed.


After walking for some time, he heard weapons clashing nearby. Human and goblin screams rang out now and then.


Then he heard someone shout.


“I’m first, ten!”


Someone had finally gathered all ten Tokens. It was one of the men who had rushed ahead earlier for the First Kill.


“Huh?”


Something was wrong with the man.


Several passengers tilted their heads and approached him.


“Hey.”


The trembling man stared at his reflection in a building’s glass window.


“What is this? What the hell is this?”


His reflection in the clear glass was strange. He should have looked human, but his appearance had changed somehow.


A hunched back. Green skin and a hideous face. Fangs protruding grotesquely.


“A goblin?”


A red arrow appeared above the man’s head.


[A ‘Goblin’ with ten or more Tokens has appeared!]

[If you hunt the relevant goblin, you may acquire all Tokens collected by that goblin.]

[Additional Tokens acquired may be exchanged for trust crystals after the stage ends.]


At the message, the passengers around him grinned.


“Ah, so that’s how it works.”


Weapons were drawn all around him at once. The terrified man trembled and backed away.


“W-wait! Just wait!”


The first floor’s Task was to hunt goblins and gather ten Tokens. And those who gathered all ten Tokens and completed the Task...


“Aaaah!”


They all became goblins.
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Screams rang out everywhere as passengers began turning into goblins. Just then, a man who had collected ten tokens backed away and warned the other passengers.


“Damn it, stop!”


Those who did not know where the goblins spawned, along with those unsatisfied with the number of goblins, shifted their targets.


Until moments ago, the rankings had shown who had acquired tokens. Now, they served as a convenient indicator of who had become a “goblin.”


+


<Token Acquisition Rankings>


1. Rem Ru, 16 [Track / 50 trust]

2. Mil Ros, 14 [Track / 50 trust]

3. Dynas, 13 [Track / 50 trust]

······.


+


“Find the ones with more than ten and beat the hell out of them!”

“Wait! Just wait! If you kill me, you’ll become goblins too! Can you handle that?”


The man’s shout set off a tense standoff among the people nearby.


If they collected all the tokens, they would become goblins. Yet if they held out without collecting tokens, they would be eliminated.


[20 minutes remain.]


The passengers exchanged looks.


“Let’s herd them in slowly. There’s no need to rush.”


They only needed to collect ten tokens within twenty minutes to complete the task.


Sensing his death approaching, the goblin man quickly looked around before raising both hands.


“Wait! I’ll give them to you! You just want my tokens, right?”


At almost the same time, the goblin man flung his tokens into the air. While the passengers picked up the tokens scattered across the floor, he quickly slipped away.


Then Jaehwan spotted a familiar head among those gathering them.


“Jaehwan-nim! I’ve almost got them all too!”


Runald had said he was quick on his feet. Apparently, his hands were just as fast.


The problem was that his mouth was too fast as well.


Jaehwan swiftly counted the tokens piled in Runald’s arms.


Eight... now nine.


“Hey. Kid.”


Passengers who had seen Runald picking up tokens began approaching him one by one. Startled, Runald backed toward Jaehwan.


“Hand them over.”


Runald shrank back, shoulders hunched, as the passengers advanced like demons.


At that moment, Jaehwan looked at the building’s glass wall, where he had seen the goblin man earlier.


[Many goblins carrying one or more tokens have appeared!]


Nowhere had it said that collecting ten or more tokens would turn someone into a goblin.


“E-excuse me. Sirs. Ladies.”


Red arrow markers floated above the passengers’ heads.


Every passenger reflected in the glass wall had become a green-skinned monster.


Everyone here was already a goblin.


The task on the first floor was to collect ten tokens by hunting goblins. From the start, the first floor of 〈Metaverse〉 had been designed around conflict between passengers.


Runald, who had been backing away, bumped the back of his head against a hard wall and groaned.


When he turned around, Jaehwan was there.


“Get behind me.”


Runald quickly hid behind him. The passengers wore fierce expressions, but none dared approach.


“Never seen that guy before.”


The passengers on the first floor were Followers of roughly the same ability, barely past the beginner stage. Fear had gotten the better of them.


“Check his ranking. Does he have any tokens?”

“None at all.”

“Hey, which god do you serve?”


Some circled around behind him while others pretended to be friendly as they spoke. There were twelve in total.


Without letting his guard down, Jaehwan moved his hand to Dokbul’s hilt. It was not a bad opportunity to test his true strength in the 《Abyss》.


Then Andersen reacted strangely.


[Something’s coming.]


Jaehwan could feel it through his senses as well.


The sentences spewed out by his 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 reached him as people’s screams.


「P-please spare me!」

「Aaaah!」


Someone was approaching, dismembering nearby goblins and people.


This was a stage where gathering more tokens made one a target. Committing such a ruthless slaughter here made no sense.


Still, Jaehwan knew how such an absurd thing could be possible.


An overwhelmingly powerful opponent.


Whether they became a goblin or a target did not matter if they were stronger than everyone else here.


Even more so if those powerful opponents were a group.


“Damn it! Run!”


The passengers who had been lingering uncertainly near Jaehwan scattered at once. They had approached slowly, but fled with remarkable speed.


Even more remarkable were the people who caught and beat down those fleeing passengers one after another.


Each of them had a pipe at their waist.


―See those people wearing the same clothes? Never get involved with them. They are probably Followers of a god who owns a Site, at minimum.


They were the very group Rene had warned them about.


Was it his imagination? Those pipes seemed familiar.


A little later, around fifteen passengers who had finished clearing out the area approached Jaehwan. All of them wore red capes and had pipes at their waists.


“Jaehwan-nim, it’s those people from before.”


Only then did he remember.


They were the people he had met at the Fishing Spot shortly after arriving in the 《Abyss》.


[They are Apostles of the intermediate god Belkain.]


‘Apostles?’


[They are stronger than Followers, but weaker tha Vicegerents. Belkain’s elite. Damn it, of all places to run into them.]


One of the men at the front aimed something at Jaehwan, and it gave off a beep.


[Someone has used a Held Token Scanner.]


So they sold items like that too.


“The kid in the back has nine.”

“What about the one in front?”

“Zero.”

“Clear them out.”


As if there was no need for conversation, three men in front charged at the signal. Black mist seeped from their pipes, then long scythes sprouted from their elbows.


「Belkain’s Scythe」


The scythes looked far sturdier than the ones he had seen at the Fishing Spot. The faint red aura flowing over them also looked dangerous at a glance.


[Can you handle them? Want to borrow my Setting?]


‘No. I don’t need it.’


If stronger opponents had appeared, that was even better.


Jaehwan caught the swiftly flying scythe with Dokbul.


Seeing his reaction, the Apostle murmured with a triumphant smile.


“Fool.”


The defining trait of 「Belkain’s Scythe」 was “reinforcement.”


An Apostle-level Follower could also add the trait of “melting.” In other words, most weapons that collided with his scythe should have...


Crack.


...Melted?


Startled, the Apostle tried to pull his scythe free, but it clung to Jaehwan’s sword and would not come away.


“Let go! Let go!”


As if caught in an iron grip, Belkain’s Scythe was held fast by Dokbul.


Jaehwan gazed at Dokbul.


“I haven’t fed you in far too long.”


Dokbul’s blade split open in an instant. With a sharp tearing sound, half the man’s scythe was ripped away.


“Ugh, aaaaaaah!”


The man whose arm had been torn off by Dokbul staggered back with a horrific scream. Silver light poured endlessly from his arm.


The startled Apostles spoke up.


“What kind of Setting is that?”

“He’s no ordinary guy. Surround him!”

“Don’t let your scythes collide with his!”


Nearly ten people surrounded Jaehwan in an instant. Even under their fierce killing intent, Jaehwan did not so much as blink.


In that brief moment, Belkain’s Followers seemed to exchange information.


“What’s his World Force value?”


[The target’s World Force cannot be measured!]


“Hm?”


[The target’s World Force cannot be measured!]


“Looks like this thing is broken.”


Jaehwan gave a bitter smile. Come to think of it, he had heard something similar in 《Chaos》. Was that line part of the 《Tree of Illusion》’s long history?


“Could his World Force be too low to measure?”


He was starting to find this tiresome when an unexpected voice spoke.


“Don’t jump to conclusions.”


《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》 really were different after all.


Jaehwan showed no sign of being intimidated by their killing intent, so the man who appeared to be their leader asked him.


“Which god do you serve?”

“I don’t serve one.”


[Hey.]


“We only want the tokens. Hand them over and get lost, and we’ll let you live.”

“No.”


It was an obvious lie. If he gave them the tokens, they would rush him and stab him in the back without hesitation.


Then...


“Vicegerent-nim. I think I know who he is.”


A man in a red hood whispered into their leader’s ear.


“I’m certain. I saw a video of him before. Do you remember the incident at the Fishing Spot, when low-grade Followers got beaten?”

“That naked bastard?”

“Yes.”


The leader slowly removed his cape as he looked Jaehwan over from head to toe.


A leader was a leader for a reason. Dressed in black armor beneath his cape, he had high-quality Parts wrapped all over his body.


“The offer is withdrawn. If you touched our people, you should pay the price.”


[That guy is Belkain’s main Vicegerent. He is on an entirely different level from those random Followers.]


The main Vicegerent of the intermediate god Belkain.


Yet Jaehwan was not looking at him.


He focused his sight on the force looming behind the Vicegerent.


Sizzle.


[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ has sensed your gaze.]


‘So that’s a god.’


[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ is extremely displeased with you.]


Perhaps his senses had grown dull. He could not accurately gauge how strong the enemy was.


It was probably because of that god’s presence. A Vicegerent was a being who wielded a god’s power on their behalf.


In other words, the real target he needed to cut down was there.


Andersen warned him.


[If he is the main Vicegerent, he can use at least 90% of his god’s power. Avoid clashing with him if you can. The difference in World Force between a low-grade god and an intermediate god is on another level.]


‘What you’re saying doesn’t match what you feel.’


[Uh...]


‘Didn’t you want to see me fight?’


They were the people who had tormented Runald in the Blue Grove Restricted Zone. There was no way Andersen was not angry.


There was something else, too.


She wanted to know Jaehwan’s strength.


How strong was this Awakened One she had chosen? Was the rumor of the “Lord Slayer” true? Had the story been exaggerated?


Could he truly take revenge on this tower in her place?


‘If you want to watch, then watch.’


Just as Andersen had shared her sight with him, Jaehwan shared his sight with her.


Filled with 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」, that gaze moved past the man.


The intermediate god Belkain behind the Vicegerent.


And the enormous tower 〈Metaverse〉 behind him.


「······A god······ rebukes a beginner’s recklessness······」

「······cheers for Belkain’s Vicegerent······」


Along with the strings of text from 《Little Brother》 rising through the air, Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 continued stretching toward the upper floors.


As if they were searching for how high he could climb.


[Wait. You.]


Then Belkain’s Vicegerent, whose patience had run out, spoke.


“You have no intention of talking. Then die.”


Belkain’s Apostles charged Jaehwan all at once.


* * *


[You currently possess 10 tokens.]


Rene, who had collected ten tokens early on, looked down from the rooftop of a nearby high-rise.


The men attacking Jaehwan and Runald were a somewhat well-known group in this round as well.


“They are all promotion recipients.”


They were commonly called the Mogi Division. They were retainers of the intermediate god Belkain, who had started clearing the tower from the first floor.


Every one of them wore new-model random-draw Parts. It was obvious they had bought them with trust supplied by the Alliance as part of a promotion.


“They’re the kind of people I hate most.”


[Some gods demand to know whether you do not receive trust support as well.]


“Anyway, I think it’s about time Rene’s rookie rescue team stepped in, right?”


She could have helped much earlier, but she had deliberately waited because of a bet with the gods.


The bet was whether that beginner truly was a beginner.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says that is the hidden-strength Follower pattern.]


“Sure, Ignis-nim. Make sure you have plenty of wager money ready.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says that based on his experience, there is a 99.5% chance that he is a hidden-strength Follower······.]


A hidden-strength Follower was shorthand for a Follower concealing their power.


Still, no matter how she thought about it, that beginner could not be a hidden-strength Follower.


“His spirit weapon is impressive, sure. But you see replica weapons like that now and then these days.”


[Some gods agree with Rene!]


“Look at him. He’s already surrounded and about to die. What hidden-strength Follower? If he is a hidden-strength Follower, then I’m one too.”


[Some gods reprimand you for being especially snide these days.]


“Anyway, rookie rescue team Rene, deploy!”


Rene shouted energetically and put her foot on the rooftop railing.


“Eh?”


Amid the dying screams, Rene’s hair flew wildly around her.


A terrifying beam of light shot toward the sky, accompanied by a pressure so immense that she could barely keep her eyes open.
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[10 minutes remain.]


Belkain’s Vicegerent, ‘Dynas,’ had exceptionally sharp eyes. Wherever his gaze fell in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, hidden items were sure to be concealed. Even when he had barely failed to clear the 《Tower of Nightmares》, he had found the path to the 《Abyss》’s Fishing Spot.


His keen eye was also why he had been able to join Belkain’s ranks, despite the god already wielding considerable influence among the intermediate gods.


Yet today, Dynas doubted his own eyes.


What the hell was that guy?


They were not Apostles of some lowest-grade or low-grade god. They were five Apostles of Belkain, an intermediate god.


And those five Apostles...


“Gaaah!”


“A-Vicegerent-nim.”


Were sent flying by a single blow.


It was not even an impressive Setting. The man had simply gripped the hilt of his sword and stabbed forward with it.


Stab.


No matter how he looked at it, it was Stab.


Dynas wondered if it was some new Setting he did not know, but he had never heard of a Setting like that anywhere in the 《Abyss》.


[Some gods are taking interest in the disturbance occurring on the first floor of 〈Metaverse〉!]

[Some gods doubt your victory.]


The gods on 《Little Brother》 chattered nonstop. They spoke of a new powerhouse, of a “hidden-strength Follower on the first floor.”


“Move.”


Dynas kicked aside the fallen Apostles and stepped forward.


His instincts warned him. If he backed down now, Belkain would never forgive him.


[A considerable number of gods are taking interest in this battle!]

[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ expresses displeasure.]


After all, every god on the first floor had begun watching this place.


In other words, his defeat here would be no different from Belkain’s defeat.


Try taking this too.


Formidable World Force rose from Dynas’s body. Concentrated World Force gathered at his elbow, and his scythe instantly extended over five meters before slashing horizontally through the space ahead.


「Severance」


Belkain’s Scythe enhanced not only the Apostle-grade 「Melting」, but also its cutting ability. It was a Setting that even other intermediate gods’ Vicegerents hesitated to face one-on-one.


Yet...


Clang.


The scythe infused with that Setting was effortlessly stopped by a single blackened sword.


A sword unaffected by Melting or Severance.


It stopped that?


His opponent was even muttering with an odd expression.


“So intermediate gods can withstand at least Normal Stab.”


His scythe carried a Setting that even the Lords of the 《Great Realm》 feared. There was no way it could be stopped by some beginner.


Dynas bit down hard on his lip and asked, “Who are you? Which Alliance are you with? Did you receive promotion support in this round?”


He had a strange feeling. No matter how closely he looked, he could not sense any extraordinary World Pressure. The man was naked, without a single Part.


“I have no idea what you mean.”


“Someone with your skill would not suddenly appear on the first floor. Answer honestly, and I might let you live.”


The fact that the man answered back meant they could communicate. In that case, perhaps he could intimidate him into backing off without having to fight.


[Some gods are curious about Vicegerent ‘Jaehwan’s’ promotion details.]

[Some gods are curious which Alliance Vicegerent ‘Jaehwan’ belongs to.]


If that man called Jaehwan belonged to an Alliance, that could be a relief in its own way. If this became a conflict between Alliances, both sides would have an excuse to avoid a fight.


Then...


“How many floors do you think you can reach in this tower?”


Something was strange about that guy.


“What?”


“I asked how many floors you think you can reach in this tower.”


Was that some kind of provocation, or was he asking seriously? Dynas could not tell, so he answered honestly without thinking.


“I’m confident I can reach the sixth floor alone.”


Some words became confidence the moment they were spoken.


A powerhouse capable of climbing as high as the sixth floor alone. Dynas felt his heart settle. That was right. No matter what anyone said, he was a sixth-floor-level powerhouse. There was no way someone like this could shake him.


“I’m tired of this.”


“What?”


“Are the ones up through the sixth floor all roughly this level?”


Roughly this level?


World Force exploded from Dynas’s body. As its flow accelerated, his Worldview became sturdier. That strengthened Worldview led to even greater overconfidence.


“Consider your grave dug.”


If he were a Vicegerent of a famous god, Dynas would have known. It would already have been widely reported on 《Little Brother》.


“Graaah!”


The ground before him was devastated and split apart by his massive swing. Dynas chased after Jaehwan as he leaped high into the air, showing off his most spectacular techniques.


This was not the time to consider the possibility of defeat. He had to win.


More spectacularly than anyone else here.


[Few gods look forward to your performance.]


Dynas had entered 〈Metaverse〉 in this round with promotional support from the Alliance Mogi.


He had not received a “High Pass” like the Vicegerents of high-grade gods, nor had he hosted a “gacha draw broadcast” using huge amounts of trust. Still, he was an elite making his way up with support of his own.


[Some gods are watching your battle.]


All the gods of the lower floors were watching him. How well he performed here would determine the course of his future promotions.


Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


His attacks came one after another. Dynas still held the initiative. On the surface, Jaehwan was completely on the defensive.


“You only run away. Are you planning to hold out until the time limit runs out?”


“...”


“Sorry, but that strategy will fail.”


Dynas smiled triumphantly and pressed the small button attached to his necklace.


“Skin on.”


In this Metaverse, the ultimate display of the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer, there was a Part that maximized the difference in financial power.


The so-called Metaverse Skin.


“Oh, don’t tell me that’s...!”


Several passengers watching their fight from nearby gasped.


A Metaverse Skin. An overpowered Part that increased a passenger’s attack power, defense, and attack speed within the Metaverse by a fixed percentage.


“A new Skin! Damn it!”


“As expected of someone getting promotion support...”


Amid those admiring gazes, Jaehwan finally showed an odd reaction.


“Why do you have that appearance?”


“You seem to recognize this Skin. Then you must know you have no chance of winning.”


Anyone who spent money would know this Skin. A noble black cloak, black flames enveloping his surroundings.


A rare-grade Skin, ‘Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.’


It was an outrageous new Skin based on the appearance of a Lord, an enemy of the gods. Still, the gods of the Metaverse thought that as long as it looked good and performed well, nothing else mattered.


[Attack speed has increased by 20% due to the Skin effect!]

[Attack power has increased by 20% due to the Skin effect!]

[Defense has increased by 20% due to the Skin effect!]


His enhanced scythe moved without restraint.


Jaehwan’s expression changed slightly as well. He was still on the defensive, but the weight behind the sword blocking the scythe was different.


Perhaps sensing that shift, Dynas’s expression brightened.


It was working. With this, he could win.


He did not know which god had sent this hidden card, but the man was no match for him now.


“You really show what kind of place the Metaverse is.”


Jaehwan, who had only retreated until then, stopped for the first time.


“You are worse than the Lords.”


Jaehwan’s stance changed, from defense to offense. Dokbul, drawn taut, aimed at Dynas like a bowstring set against its target.


Jaehwan’s World Force steadily rose. Even to Dynas, the World Force gathered at the tip of his sword was no ordinary amount.


“You bastard...”


An intermediate god... a high-grade god? No, perhaps...


Cold sweat formed on his brow. Trying to shake off that anxiety, Dynas swung an even stronger blow.


Kagagagak!


The scythe he swung in panic collided with the tip of Jaehwan’s sword.


Enhancement-type 「Strength Enhancement」 and 「Physical Damage Enhancement」. On top of that, control-type 「Melting」 and 「Corrosion」. It was a Setting that applied four supplementary Settings.


Yet it did not work.


Even his “scythe,” empowered by the Skin, could not break through the World Pressure gathered at the sword’s tip. He could not understand it. The World Force was impressive, but its total volume was not threatening enough to explain this.


What kind of Setting was that?


Perhaps realizing that things were taking a turn for the worse, his god reacted.


[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ is providing full support to his Vicegerent.]


Full support from an intermediate god.


Dynas had not seen that message in a while, and confidence returned to him.


He could win.


No matter how strong a Vicegerent was, they could not stand against him with his synchronization rate raised to its limit.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


“The Warlords of the Great Realm withstood this about four times.”


A chilling vortex swept through the area, and Jaehwan’s sword tip trembled. Something was about to begin.


“I wonder how many times you can withstand it.”


“He’s no ordinary opponent. Kill him with everything you have!”


Belkain’s Followers attacked Jaehwan all at once in formation.


A Worldview formed around them as they linked their World Force. It was Belkain’s Sanctuary, faintly outlined by the gathering of countless Followers. In the thick jungle, enormous mantises seemed to charge at their prey.


At their center stood the Vicegerent of a god, wearing stolen clothes from a Lord.


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam.


The Lord who had opened the path to Creation for Jaehwan.


Jaehwan stabbed with his sword.


Something burst, and brilliant rays of light colored the area. Within that light, Dynas, Belkain’s Vicegerent, blinked helplessly.


A path of light shot into the sky, erasing the Followers. Only then did Dynas understand why he and his god had feared that man so much.


From the beginning, what that man had been looking at was...


Crack, crack, crack!


A massive rift formed where the Stab passed. Space crushed by the power of a Unique World. Fragments of a pitch-black universe flowed through the space-time that had been 〈Metaverse〉 only moments before.


[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ is astonished by rage and fear!]

[The God of Scythes ‘Belkain’ falls asleep after suffering a great shock.]


As he watched the bizarre scene revealed beyond it, Dynas’s figure shattered like a mantis with its neck snapped.


[Some gods cannot contain their astonishment.]

[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ opens their mouth wide at the unbelievable sight.]

[New gods have entered the channel.]

[‘Anonymous God 32’ asks if the Metaverse has finally been destroyed.]


...


[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ smugly says he knew it would happen.]


A rift was opening in the gods’ world.


* * *


Jaehwan shook out his wrist and looked at the sky. Above the ruined first floor, he could see the torn ceiling of the Metaverse. Darkness seeped through the deep rifts. Jaehwan looked beyond that distant darkness.


Was that as far as he could reach in one go?


He could not climb to the seventh floor, where Yoonhwan might or might not be, by dealing with people like them one at a time. That was why he had chosen this.


If this Tower was also a world, he could destroy it.


So Jaehwan stabbed at the sky. First floor, second floor, third floor, fourth floor, then fifth floor. His Stab soared through the sky without knowing its limit, and everything had been fine until then.


The moment it reached the sixth floor, he felt something catch on the sword’s tip.


A powerful force blocked his sword.


That meant there was something on at least the sixth floor capable of stopping his Stab.


Jaehwan flexed his wrist for a moment, then bent down and picked up the tokens scattered across the ground.


[You have acquired 106 tokens.]

[You have achieved first place in the Token Acquisition Ranking.]

[The tokens you acquired will be converted into points.]

[Your record will be registered in the Metaverse All-Time Score Ranking.]

[You have fulfilled the Clear Conditions for the Task.]


Yet the atmosphere around him was strange.


[What the hell are you doing?]


Andersen muttered as if she could not believe it, or as if she had lost her mind.


[You’re insane. No, this makes no sense. What the hell is...]


It was not just Andersen. The passengers trembled as if they had witnessed something blasphemous, or something they had never known was possible.


“Th-This is impossible.”


Jaehwan looked up at the sky. The rift left in the sky after the blade of his soaring Stab had vanished. Fragments of the ceiling poured through it like snow.


The sight seemed to tell everyone something.


That this was not a proper world.


That it was no more than a daytime dream made by a Dream Demon.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is taking interest in you.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ wishes to make you their Vicegerent.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ admires your pride.]

[The God of Destruction ‘Destroyer’ wishes to make you their Follower.]

[The God of Wisdom ‘Hikmatun’ condemns your reckless actions...]


...


Messages from the gods covered the sky far above him. Jaehwan frowned as he looked up at them.


This was the Metaverse, the playground of all gods.


Even a destroyed world was a game to them.


[The time limit for the first floor of 〈Metaverse〉 has ended.]

[You have survived.]


The passengers shouted something, but Jaehwan had no time to listen.


Beyond the rift in the world he had split apart, an ominous shadow was descending.
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[The ‘Attendant’ of 〈Metaverse〉 Floor 1 has summoned you.]


...An Attendant?


The world’s colors inverted, and everything except Jaehwan and Runald froze almost at the same time. Something like an elevator was descending through the split ceiling.


Did it mean for them to come up?


Runald approached Jaehwan with a tense expression. Jaehwan nodded, and the two stepped into the elevator together.


A moment later, the elevator began rising with a heavy lurch.


Time, which had stopped, began to flow again. Color returned to the world, and bewildered passengers were looking up at them from afar. Rene was there too, waving vigorously.


“See you again.”


That seemed to be what she was saying from the shape of her lips, though he could not be sure. There was no telling whether they would meet again.


In an instant, the elevator sank into the tower’s ceiling.


[Entering the ‘Waystation’.]


Between stretches of darkness like a pitch-black universe, scenes resembling rooms appeared here and there. They seemed to be other “first floors” of the tower.


Passengers killing each other to steal Tokens.


「“Kill them! Kill that bastard first!”」


Like Sirwen and Mulack, the Dream Demon that had created this tower must have had an intention. Jaehwan thought he vaguely understood it.


「A first floor where everyone becomes a ‘Goblin’.」


It was not an intention he cared to understand. Whether they hunted Goblins or became Goblins themselves, humans were ultimately nothing more than Sacrifices to be used for this tower’s purpose.


“They said those who longed for their days as Products gathered here.”


Jaehwan threw out the remark as if it meant nothing. Feeling Andersen’s gaze, he spoke again.


“The souls of the Abyss either never climbed the Tower of Nightmares, or they were eliminated from it. Is that right?”


[That’s right.]


“And the gods of the Abyss are those who have forgotten their memories of cultivation.”


Souls that had never seen the tower’s end, and gods that had lost their memories of the tower.


Jaehwan looked up at the darkness of the seemingly endless tower.


“If they had seen the tower’s end even once, they could never say they missed those days.”


The tower Jaehwan had cleared was only one of countless Roots. Even now, innumerable souls would be clearing Towers of Nightmares. Towers where some died, and some survived.


The “end” Jaehwan had seen was only the common ending that awaited those who reached the end of a tower. Even so, Andersen could not say such a thing.


No one in the Abyss knew that “common ending.”


[Yes. You’re right.]


Soon after, the elevator came to a creaking halt. When its doors opened, they revealed a vast space painted in shades of gray. Runald hopped out and pointed at a small sign.


“I think this is a station too.”


[It’s a Waystation. The ‘Attendants’ live here... More importantly, I guess Attendants still exist.]


“Attendants?”


[They’re the ones who manage each floor.]


For a moment, Jaehwan thought of the bus attendants that had existed in his world. Surely that was not what an Attendant meant.


“Hm?”


At some point, a small stone tablet had begun floating beside them. It was an old-fashioned tablet that seemed to have been made long ago. Names, apparently belonging to the highest scorers in the history of 〈Metaverse〉, were engraved across it.


+


<All-Time Floor 1 High Score Ranking>


1. Maiad van Declan

2. Mulack Armelt

3. Yu Seolha

4. Jin Eunsae

...


+


Some names were familiar, while others were not.


As he examined them, a faint swell of emotion passed through him. It was not Jaehwan’s emotion. He quickly realized whose name Andersen was looking at.


+


9. Rachel Young.


+


Memories flickered past in fragments. A woman with short golden hair, laughing and chatting with Andersen.


“Was she your former Vicegerent?”


[...]


Andersen did not answer, but memories conveyed what words did not.


Jaehwan almost asked why they were no longer together, but stopped himself. Andersen had said she had lost everything in this tower.


Runald, who had been looking at the tablet with him, asked, “Is Jaehwan-nim’s name not there?”


“It will be added soon.”


The voice had a soft, downy tone. Jaehwan reflexively turned his head.


A figure stood there with an air of utter incongruity, as if it had been cut out from the pure white space beyond the tablet.


“Nice to meet you. You must be the new record holder of this Floor 1.”


It was strange. Not because of the businesslike way it spoke, but because its very form of existence was strange.


Because...


It was a real sheep.


It looked exactly like a sheep. A sheep about 160 centimeters tall, dressed in a neat gray suit.


[I said it was a sheep, so of course it’s a sheep.]


It was not wrong.


[More importantly, that guy works here now. Time really does fly.]


“Do you know them?”


[If it’s all right, could I borrow your body for a moment? I want to speak to them myself.]


Jaehwan nodded as if he disliked the idea but had no choice. The sheep gave an eerie smile and began to speak.


“My greetings are late. I am...”


[Vertus. Have you been well?]


The Attendant’s eyes widened.


“God-Descent? Which god could possibly know my name...”


The next moment, a brilliant aura flowed from Jaehwan’s entire body. Vertus’s eyes grew even wider.


“That aura, could it be Andersen-nim, the One Who Strips You Naked?”


[It’s ‘Naked.’]


Using Jaehwan’s lips, Andersen grinned.


* * *


The Attendant of Floor 1 already knew Andersen.


Vertus led the group to a small table and served them tea and refreshments.


“I have not prepared much.”


“Wow, is this really tea?”


“It is tea cultivated in the Caspion Forbidden Zone. It should be good for recovering World Force.”


Runald looked up at Jaehwan with shining eyes.


[Drink, Runald.]


“Yes!”


As Runald hurriedly gulped it down, Andersen complained awkwardly.


[This kid hardly has any World Force to recover.]


“I have a little, you know?”


With his lips pushed into a pout, Runald began drinking straight from the teapot, as though trying to consume enough for all the World Force he would gain in the future.


Jaehwan drank his tea as well. A faint scent of wildflowers spread through him. In the quiet silence, the sound of Runald crunching through the snacks echoed loudly.


“I never expected Andersen-nim to return here.”


[You mean you missed me, right?]


Vertus smiled without answering.


[How did you end up becoming an Attendant? You were originally Saville’s Vicegerent.]


“As you know, Saville-nim was annihilated. There are not many paths a Vicegerent who has lost their god can choose.”


[So you willingly became a slave to the tower?]


“Perhaps those born in ruins cannot leave, even after realizing they are ruins.”


[What changes if you dress up a terrible story in romantic words?]


“Because this is not a place where one can survive otherwise.”


Vertus took a sip of tea and silently smiled as they looked down at their cup. When they tapped it lightly, the tea inside swirled.


“Why have you returned?”


[It’s not as if I’m forbidden from returning.]


“You will die if you come here. You made a promise with the Alliance.”


A promise.


Andersen fell silent at the word, then asked, [And did that Alliance keep its promise to me?]


“Andersen-nim.”


[I saw the goods this tower sells on the way up.]


“...”


[Why has this place become such a mess? What are those premium items? Since when did the Metaverse start selling that kind of garbage? Who would dream of a ‘real adventure’ in this world after that?]


A list of premium items was displayed where Andersen pointed. There were all kinds of packages, gacha draw contents, and even Skins for sale.


Frowning, Andersen continued.


[And what is that slogan supposed to be?]


A familiar sort of 〈Metaverse〉 advertisement was playing where Andersen pointed.


―Metaverse, complete freedom for those weary of Followers.

―Create your own Worldview where the boundary between virtuality and reality disappears.

―〈Metaverse Floor 7〉 ‘Doll Paradise’ is now open!


Andersen growled.


[I saw a ‘Skin’ modeled after a Lord on the way here. Don’t tell me my Companions were made into Skins too?]


“...”


[What happened to all my Followers? You promised. You said you would let every one of them out of this damned tower. In exchange, I was sealed away for centuries. Tell me. Where did all my former Followers go? ...What about Ethan? Are my Companions still inside this tower?]


“You will only be hurt.”


[Vertus.]


“Five hundred years have passed, Andersen. Enough time for you, once a high-grade god, to become a low-grade god. This is no longer the 〈Metaverse〉 you knew. I do not know what you intend to do after returning in anger, but there will not be a single thing left here that you want.”


[I know.]


Andersen smiled cruelly. The tea in the cup trembled precariously. The swirling tea soon rose into the air and began to crackle with sparks.


[That’s why I returned. I’ll destroy it all. That damned Alliance, and those bastards who betrayed me...]


With a crackle, the tea fell back down.


[This damned World Force...]


Soon afterward, Andersen’s presence completely vanished from Jaehwan’s body. Having regained control, Jaehwan lightly rubbed his temple.


“It seems like she has fallen asleep for a while.”


“She likely lacked World Force and entered a buffering state. For Andersen-nim to be buffering... It seems many things have happened to her.”


“You seem to know her well.”


Vertus gave a slight nod.


“It has been five hundred years since I last met her Vicegerent.”


“Have you been here for five hundred years?”


Instead of answering, Vertus silently looked up at the ceiling.


On closer inspection, large round picture frames hung there. One contained a picture of Vertus, and another showed a girl who appeared to be Andersen’s former Vicegerent. Both were smiling with their faces covered in dirt.


“For Andersen-nim’s Vicegerent to have come here... you must intend to climb the tower once again. Vicegerent, are you planning to challenge this tower’s final floor again?”


“Who is on this tower’s final floor?”


“The Driver is there.”


Vertus’s expression changed strangely the moment they mentioned the Driver. Jaehwan did not miss the fear and reverence that crossed Vertus’s face in that instant.


“Who is this Driver?”


“There are countless names used to refer to that person. The Driver of the Metaverse. Guide of All Gods. Heir of Heaven. Teacher of Stars. Rememberer of Antiquity. Lord of Sloth. That person is...”


Vertus took a sip of tea before continuing.


“The only one here who knows how to reach the ‘end of the Tree of Illusion.’”
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「Why the ‘Metaverse’ again? Why is the Metaverse, which existed five hundred years ago and even a thousand years ago, now revered as though it were a new world?


The paradise of gods. Virtuality made real.


It sounds nice. Yet in the end, is it not still someone else’s Worldview? Why do they all abandon their own Worldviews to seek a world of illusion?


This is what I believe.


Have the gods of the Abyss given up on becoming ‘gods’?」


From 『The Metaverse Trap』 by Pierre, the God of Madness


* * *


When Jaehwan had read Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』, and when he had seen Mulack’s name in the All-Time Score Ranking, he had considered the possibility. Hearing it directly made it feel more real.


Mulack had come here to discover how to reach the end of the Tree of Illusion.


And at the end of this 〈Metaverse〉 was a being that knew the Tree of Illusion’s secret.


“Can I meet them if I reach the final floor?”


“If you can climb that far, then yes.”


Vertus clapped lightly and pointed toward the tower’s ceiling.


“So please do not destroy the tower carelessly as you did earlier. The repair costs are more substantial than you might think.”


“Wouldn’t it be much faster to break my way up?”


“You will pay a price for destroying the poor gods’ playground.”


“Poor? The gods?”


“You would not understand what this world means to the gods.”


Jaehwan did not. Nor did he particularly want to.


“I heard you came to this tower to rescue a friend.”


“You know my friend?”


“I do not. But the gods on the upper floors might. And they will not be pleased with your actions right now.”


Jaehwan’s expression hardened for the first time.


“I did not come here to carry out childish assignments.”


“Your assignments are a comfort to someone. This is the only place where gods and Followers can escape those tiresome Sanctuary Wars.”


“You want me to be a clown?”


“I mean you should become a hero.”


Jaehwan’s hand moved toward his sword hilt.


“If I bring the whole thing down, those lofty gods will crawl out on their own.”


Vertus watched him impassively, then looked up at the ceiling. The trace of Jaehwan’s World Stab still remained there. World Force that had pierced the first floor’s ceiling, flown upward, and passed through even the Waystation.


“I acknowledge your power. It is extraordinarily rare for someone to pierce the 〈Metaverse〉’s ceiling. But it is not unprecedented. The top scorer on the first floor several hundred years ago did something similar.”


“Several hundred years ago?”


For a moment, Jaehwan wondered if they meant Mulack.


“Yes. When a Commander of Rupture came here, they did the same thing you did.”


Rupture.


Come to think of it, Yu Seolha’s name had been on the All-Time Score Ranking. She had also been called Rupture’s leader.


“I heard one of Rupture’s members participated in this round as well... In any case, no matter how strong you are, there cannot be an exception to the tower’s rules...”


Vertus’s expression stiffened mid-sentence. Their pupils shook erratically. Jaehwan realized they were looking at something other than him.


Fragments of messages appeared through Jaehwan’s Understanding. They seemed to be messages the gods had sent through some secret route.


「...upper... floors of the tower...」


“What? Are you serious?”


Vertus muttered in disbelief before looking at Jaehwan. Though reluctant, they continued.


“There is a god who wants you sent upward. They say they will pay for a Premium High Pass.”


“What? Really?”


It was Runald, already emptying his seventh cup of tea, who answered in Jaehwan’s place. As Runald coughed and spat out tea, Vertus lightly wiped their mouth with a handkerchief before continuing.


“This is rare... It seems quite a few gods are interested in you. A promotion offer has also arrived for you from the upper floors.”


“They are giving us a promotion too?”


“What is a promotion?”


Runald answered Jaehwan’s question.


“Um, it means they will put advertisements on us.”


“Advertisements?”


“To put it simply, they want to make you this season’s Metaverse mascot.”


Runald turned to Jaehwan, visibly excited.


“Jaehwan-nim! I think we are finally doing well! You saw Belkain’s Followers earlier, right? They all received promotions too.”


Jaehwan recalled Belkain’s Vicegerent and Apostles. If that was all the effect a promotion had, it was worse than having none.


More messages arrived.


[Alliance ‘Fire’ wishes to provide you with a ‘promotion’.]

[Alliance ‘Mogi’ wishes to provide you with a ‘promotion’.]

[Alliance ‘Oblivion’ wishes to provide you with a ‘promotion’.]


“It seems they have already arrived.”


With Vertus’s words, a merciless barrage of messages followed.


[The promotion benefit Alliance ‘Fire’ wishes to offer is ‘2 million trust’.]

[However, during the promotion period, you must spend 70% of that trust on products designated by ‘Fire’.]

...

[The promotion benefit Alliance ‘Mogi’ wishes to offer is ‘1.5 million trust’.]

[However, during the promotion period, you must spend 50% of that trust on products designated by ‘Mogi’.]

...


Several more similar messages had arrived as well. Jaehwan finally understood the situation.


“My god, two million trust, Jaehwan-nim!”


Runald’s mind seemed to go blank upon seeing the sum. He panted heavily.


“Amazing. Even after working as the first floor’s Attendant, this is the first time I have presented a promotion like this.”


“Is it that impressive?”


“It is far beyond impressive. You will become this season’s 〈Metaverse〉 mascot. The souls of the Abyss will watch your path to success and flock here once more. To explain promotions in greater detail...”


The benefits differed slightly by Alliance, but their terms were generally similar.


For instance, if Jaehwan received two million trust in promotion funds from Alliance ‘Fire’ as a lump sum, their condition was that he had to reinvest 1.4 million of it into products they made.


“In short, products like these.”


[Displaying the chance-based products sold by ‘Fire’.]

[A chance-based Skin acquisition event is currently in progress.]


A screen appeared alongside the messages. So that was what they meant by a Skin. It was the Part Belkain’s Vicegerent had used earlier.


“It is a type of costume. Once you equip a Skin, your appearance changes to match the selected Skin, and you can use the abilities contained in that appearance.”


For example, the ‘Poseidon’ Skin contained a Setting that allowed its wearer to use powers related to waves, while the ‘Thor’ Skin held a Setting that allowed powers related to lightning.


Jaehwan scrolled down the list.


[‘Thunder God Thor’ Skin] HOT!

[‘God of Flames Ignis’ Skin] HOT!


Some of the Skins bore names of gods Jaehwan knew well, gods famous even on Earth. He wondered if they might be gods of the Abyss as well. Others seemed unique to 《the Abyss》.


Then Jaehwan stopped while browsing the Skin list.


[‘Demon King of Salvation Kim Dokja’ Skin] NEW!


Kim Dokja?


What a strange name.


Out of curiosity, Jaehwan opened the details page.


+


<Item Information>


Name: Legendary New Skin ‘Demon King of Salvation Kim Dokja’


Description: A Skin modeled after a powerful being currently making a name for itself in the outer universe beyond the Tree of Illusion.


Additional Options: Movement speed and attack speed increased by 40%.


Supporting Setting: 「Salvation」


* Collect two Legendary Skins to attempt the fusion of a Mythical ‘Demon King of Salvation’ Skin.


+


“Wow, Jaehwan-nim. Let’s draw one too.”


Runald clearly wanted a new Skin. Yet they needed Alliance support to try for one. Jaehwan asked,


“I do not understand. Why go through something so troublesome?”


If they wanted to give him a Skin, they could just give him one. If they wanted to give him money, they could simply give him money. Why give him money and make him purchase a Skin himself?


“Because gods will watch you purchase those products on a broadcast and follow suit.”


Only then did Jaehwan understand what the promotion was.


“Isn’t this unfair competition? I think I saw something earlier about the tower being fair.”


“...That is not something Jaehwan-nim needs to concern himself with. It is not a disadvantageous offer for you at all. If you accept a promotion now...”


[I woke up after dozing off, and all kinds of ridiculous things are happening.]


Andersen’s voice reached him.


[Who says they are supporting whom right now?]


* * *


It took about thirty minutes for the situation to be settled.


[Absolutely not. Got it? I will earn my own money and spend it myself! I cannot accept support from those bastards!]


‘I get it, so keep it down.’


Ignoring Andersen’s noisy complaints in his head, Jaehwan and the other two stood at the entrance to the next floor.


“Are you really leaving just like this?”


“Yes.”


In the end, Jaehwan rejected every promotion offered by the Alliances.


[The gods of Alliance ‘Fire’ find your choice amusing.]

[The gods of Alliance ‘Mogi’ are dumbfounded by your choice.]

[Many gods find your choice strange.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ takes interest in your choice.]


Receiving the support of unknown gods would have been one way to climb the tower quickly, but it was not Jaehwan’s style in the first place. He also did not know what ulterior motives might be hidden behind those promotions.


After thinking for a moment, Vertus nodded as though they understood.


“Well, that choice is not bad either. The longer you go without choosing a sponsor group, the greater your value will become.”


“Think what you want.”


“Still... please. Do not destroy the tower anymore.”


Jaehwan nodded lightly.


He did not trust Vertus’s words completely, but if Yoonhwan was being held by the Alliance, breaking his way up the tower could provoke the gods.


For now, it was safer to reach the seventh floor, where the Doll Auction was being held, without drawing too much attention.


“You refused the gods’ sponsorship, but please accept a reward. It is given only to high scorers on the first floor.”


Vertus snapped their fingers, and the space to Jaehwan’s left opened. A small display stand appeared, holding Parts such as coats and combat suits.


Jaehwan chose a black combat suit with the most ordinary-looking design.


+


<Item Information>


Name: Reinholtz’s Combat Suit-Cape Set


Grade: S-grade


Description: A new line from the high-grade god Reinholtz, consisting of a combat suit and cape. A 〈Metaverse〉-exclusive Part.


Additional Settings: 「Premium Durability」, 「Daily Waterproofing」, 「Excellent Elasticity」, 「Self-Repair」, 「Shock Absorption」, 「Quick Change」


+


The options were fairly useful. The attached Settings were not bad, its appearance was simple, and most importantly, it resembled the combat suit he had often worn in the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


“At least I will not be naked for a while.”


[Hey, I am offended.]


When he lightly pressed a button on the combat suit, it wrapped around his entire body like a snake with a click.


[The soul recognition for the dressing and removal button has been completed.]


It seemed he could change clothes easily through that button.


Andersen gave a lecherous laugh.


[You can take it off quickly. Very quickly...]


When Jaehwan looked beside him, Runald had apparently received a reward too. He was wearing a cute combat suit with a design similar to Jaehwan’s.


“My work is done. Your additional reward has just been issued as well, so please check it.”


[You have acquired 2,000 trust as an additional reward.]

[You have acquired a ‘Floor 6 Entry Pass’.]


“Can I go straight to the sixth floor?”


“A god purchased a Premium High Pass for you. You may bring one Ally as well. They said they will not accept payment, so you can simply go up.”


Jaehwan did not know which god it was, but he had no intention of rejecting a timely favor he needed.


“Please take good care of Andersen-nim.”


Jaehwan gave a slight nod and disappeared beyond the door. Runald followed after him.


Even after they vanished, Attendant Vertus stood looking in that direction for a long time.


How much time passed after that? Someone arrived at the Waystation with the elevator’s chime.


“Has Beginner left?”


“Yes, just now.”


“And they did not accept a single promotion?”


“Yes.”


“They really are an interesting person.”


Rene stood where Vertus turned. Vertus hurriedly spoke.


“Um, but the broadcast...”


“Do not worry. I turned it off.”


“Really?”


Rene did not answer and only stared at Vertus. After hurriedly checking the broadcast channel, Vertus finally sighed.


“You seem to find that concept entertaining, God of Fate.”


Rene stroked a broadcast drone that flew in from somewhere as though it were a pet. The drone gave a thin mechanical whine as though pleased, then suddenly malfunctioned and drifted away from Rene.


Rene approached the tea table, where the refreshments still lay, and put her lips to the tea Jaehwan had been drinking.


“Mmm. Beginner smell. I love it.”


“Why did you sponsor that person with a Premium High Pass?”


“Who knows?”


Rene hummed as she stirred the tea with a teaspoon.


“As you know, you must not interfere with this tower. If the Alliance gods learn of it...”


“Do you think I am afraid of them?”


For a brief moment, it felt as though time in the tower had stopped. A giant pendulum seemed to tilt and collapse. The floor of the Waystation trembled as though it were about to give way.


Even Vertus, who had not yielded to Andersen’s threats, could not help adding this time.


“The Seven Divine Thrones may learn of it.”


The Seven Divine Thrones. The seven gods who had reached the pinnacle of the 《Abyss》.


“Do you still intend to interfere?”


Rene silently snapped her fingers. The distant drone began projecting images into the air. Countless screens appeared one after another.


The first floor, second floor, third floor, fourth floor... the seventh floor.


Passengers diligently climbing the tower and gods sponsoring them filled the screens. They were broadcasts from 《Little Brother》, transmitted by the passengers climbing the tower.


“Do you not think it is such a waste?”


“Pardon?”


“That so many Followers are trapped inside a tower like this, chasing meaningless goals.”


“They need this ‘world.’ This is the only Paradise where they can live.”


The passengers on the screens hunted monsters or carried out assignments for a while, but soon opened System windows one by one to attempt Skin draws or purchase package Parts.


“Now then, 10,000 trust loaded! I am attempting a new Legendary Skin draw!”


As they poured trust crystals in as though addicted, Rene said,


“You call that Paradise?”


“Paradises like that exist too.”


“The Metaverse lost its first value long ago.”


“It is already too late. You experienced this five hundred years ago as well.”


Five hundred years ago, there had nearly been a revolution in this tower. Yet it had failed, and the tower’s system had never wavered since.


“You know how many high-grade gods died then, God of Fate.”


“I do. That is why I am going to try something different this time.”


“Is that why you sponsored that person?”


Jaehwan, entering a new floor, appeared on the screen.


“There is no chance that person will reach the final floor.”


“Do you really think so?”


At Rene’s question, the monument standing at the Waystation’s entrance made a faint scraping sound. Looking closer, Vertus saw that new letters had been carved at its top.


+


<All-Time Floor 1 High Score Ranking>


1. Maiad van Declan,

2. Mulack

3. Yu Seolha

4. Jin Eunsae


+


The first-place record had not changed once in several hundred years.


Vertus silently studied it.


Was it an illusion? A low vibration seemed to be coming from somewhere. It felt like the wheels of a bus that had traveled in only one direction for a long time were beginning to twist ever so slightly.


Would this bus have a final stop as well?


Vertus looked at Jaehwan on the screen.


He was only one soul. Could that single soul truly stop this enormous bus? Could he accomplish what no god had been able to do?


Vertus was afraid to think about it. Because they were afraid, they had to speak.


“If he were not Andersen’s Vicegerent, he might have been able to.”


“What do you mean?”


“He will not be able to go up to the seventh floor.”


Rene’s eyes narrowed at those words.


“What did you do? You were not acting on the Alliance’s orders, were you?”


“It is nothing like that. Have you forgotten what is on the sixth floor?”


“...”


“If he truly is Andersen’s Vicegerent, he will not be able to simply pass through that place.”


Vertus looked up at the ceiling. The rift left by Jaehwan’s Stab. Beyond that rift, they could see exactly where the Stab had stopped.


“He will destroy himself there alongside his god.”
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[How long is Runald going to sulk?]


“...”


[Hey!]


All the way down the long corridor beyond the Waystation, Runald walked with his lips stuck out like a duck’s bill.


[Is this because you did not buy that Demon King thing or whatever?]


“We could have been rich too! If only we had accepted those two million trust! Who does Andersen-nim think she is...!”


[That was money you could not take! Rotten money!]


Though Andersen knew Runald could not hear her, she retorted to every word.


“Do you know how many things we need to spend money on in the Metaverse? We have to keep paying admission fees, buy Skins, buy Parts!”


[So you are sulking because you could not buy your Part.]


“It was not like I particularly wanted it!”


They should not have been able to converse, yet they were. Jaehwan had just begun to wonder what was going on when the corridor abruptly ended, opening into a new place.


[You have entered ‘Bus Stop 6-3’.]


“Another stop?”


This stop was somewhat different from the previous ones.


“There are so many doors.”


Hundreds of doors filled the station. Some were made of metal, while others were old wood. One thing was certain, the auras leaking from beyond each door were all different.


[The Task for ‘Metaverse Floor 6’ has arrived!]


+


<Metaverse Floor 6>


Task: Choose ‘three doors’ on the sixth floor and complete the sub-Tasks.

Reward: Entry to the seventh floor and 500 trust.


+


Runald muttered as though he understood.


“I think we have to choose three of those doors and clear them.”


The doors ahead bore signs marked High, Medium, and Low, like nameplates. They seemed to indicate the difficulty of the sub-Tasks.


[Ahem, the time for me to shine has finally come. This place is-]


“We do not have time. Let’s move quickly.”


[Huh? Wait!]


Jaehwan quickly examined the doors in front of him. Most had no time limit, but some did.


+


World Name: Star Stream Collaboration Event Map 3, ‘Emergency Defense Battle’.

Difficulty: Medium

Details: Survive for eight hours.


―Star Stream Scenario collaboration map released

―Acquire ‘coins’ and exchange them for ‘trust crystals’!

―The very Scenario where that ‘Demon King of Salvation’ once became famous!


+


[This is not somewhere I remember. A collaboration? Is it some event they run these days?]


“We’ll take this one. It has the shortest clear time.”


[Hey! Wait! Do you even know what this is?]


Without hesitation, Jaehwan opened the door. Runald quickly followed him inside.


Then, exactly eight hours later.


Runald stumbled out, his entire body in tatters.


“Pant, pant! I really thought I was going to die!”


Runald wheezed as he cradled an armful of golden coins. Jaehwan, who came out after him, was covered in dust as well. He brushed the monster blood from Dokbul and spoke as if nothing had happened.


“That was nothing.”


[Spoken by a half-naked man.]


“Either way, we cleared it.”


Jaehwan lightly pressed a button on his clothes, restoring his combat suit.


‘Emergency Defense Battle’ was a sub-Task where they hunted monsters pouring into a subway station for eight hours. Apparently, the 〈Star Stream〉 had Tasks like this as well.


[You have cleared ‘Emergency Defense Battle’.]

[You have acquired 300,000 coins as a reward.]


Jaehwan then chose another collaboration map.


+


World Name: Star Stream Collaboration Event Map 8, ‘Greatest Sacrifice’.

Difficulty: Extreme

Details: Defeat the Scenario ‘Greatest Sacrifice’.


―Star Stream Scenario collaboration map released

―Acquire ‘coins’ and exchange them for ‘trust crystals’!

―An extreme difficulty even the famous ‘Demon King of Salvation’ struggled with!

―Warning! The Task may end too quickly.


+


“Let’s go.”


[No, wait! We do not even know what it is about!]


It did not matter. Jaehwan entered again, and Runald followed. Naturally, Andersen followed too.


Eight hours later, Runald burst out once more.


“I really, really thought I was going to die!”


Dark circles hung beneath Runald’s eyes as he staggered around and made a fuss. He seemed to have gained quite a few Parts from the Task, because he now wore a combat suit similar to Jaehwan’s.


Jaehwan came out next.


“They called it extreme difficulty, but it was nothing after all.”


[Spoken by a naked man this time.]


Jaehwan pressed the release button on his chest and quickly restored his clothes.


As Runald counted the newly gathered coins one by one, he muttered, “But Jaehwan-nim, was that really how we were supposed to clear it?”


“There was no other way. I was the ‘strongest.’”


The map they had cleared, ‘Greatest Sacrifice,’ was one where they participated alongside other passengers. Its Task was simple.


―Survive the oncoming monsters.


The problem was that the monsters grew stronger over time, and simply holding out would not end the Task.


The Clear Conditions were as follows.


One ‘strongest passenger’ had to die, or half the passengers undertaking the Task had to die.


So Jaehwan made a choice.


―Destroy the ‘world’ where this Task took place.


The problem was that others made their choice even faster than he did.


―That guy is the ‘strongest’! If we kill him, it is over!

―Kill that man!


The passengers rushed at Jaehwan, targeting him. Half of them were promptly killed by Jaehwan’s Stab.


“Thanks to that, it really did end quickly.”


That had not been his intention, but it happened anyway. Jaehwan had no idea how that ‘Demon King of Salvation’ or whatever had cleared this...


[The God of Illusory Flames, ‘Vulcanos,’ pours immense rage upon you!]

[The God of Passion, ‘Heka,’ hates you!]

[The God of Sleep, ‘Daimer,’ curses you!]

······.

[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ likes your boldness.]


The gods who had joined the event map through other sixth-floor stops poured tremendous hatred toward Jaehwan. They were all contract gods of the Vicegerents who had become wandering souls beneath Jaehwan’s Stab.


[You have cleared ‘Greatest Sacrifice’!]

[You have acquired 300,000 coins as a reward.]

[The coins you acquired can be exchanged for trust crystals.]

[Would you like to exchange them?]


“I will exchange them.”


After clearing two maps in a row in less than a day, Jaehwan had gathered a fair number of trust crystals.


“We are a little rich now! We can update our admission tickets as much as we want!”


The exchange rate between coins and trust was terrible, but they still gained more than ten thousand trust in an instant.


[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ is curious about the next Task you will choose.]


It seemed they had gained a regular viewer god before they knew it.


Andersen, who had been watching the gods’ messages closely, muttered.


[That Ignis could not be the Ignis I know, right?]


“Do you know that god?”


[Sort of. There is probably no being in the Abyss who does not know that god. But it is obviously an impostor. Ignis would never watch a broadcast like this.]


After grumbling for a while, Andersen’s voice suddenly grew distant. Her broadcast channel seemed unstable.


“I am not receiving messages well.”


[It is because my 《Little Brother》 account level is too low.]


“That woman called Rene was different.”


[Then why do you not travel with her?]


Jaehwan did not answer for a moment. He focused his mental image within his Unique World, and it was as though he could see a little girl crouching in the corner.


She seemed to be sulking because he would not listen to her.


“This time, choose the door you want.”


[What? Really?]


“Yes.”


[You have completed a total of two sub-Tasks.]

[Please choose your final Task.]


With that message, all the doors open ahead began to close and disappear. Some were doors Jaehwan had been considering, but it seemed they could not casually choose their final sub-Task.


“All the event maps are closing, but the doors in the back are still open!”


As if to help with their choice again, simple descriptions were posted above the doors. This time, though, the descriptions were somewhat different.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.1.54]

[〈Metaverse〉 ver.5.46]

[〈Metaverse〉 ver.7.31]


If Jaehwan remembered correctly, the version of 〈Metaverse〉 he was currently in was 9.61.


[Just as I thought! I knew things like this would still be here.]


Looking closely, each version had a description.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.7.48]

―A stage for those who want the classic version!


It seemed all these doors led to the 〈Metaverse〉 from previous rounds.


[It is a feature of the sixth floor. 〈Metaverse〉 gets massive updates every quarter, and sometimes maps from past versions disappear altogether. Old-version maps are moved here to the sixth floor.]


In other words, this place was a museum of past 〈Metaverse〉 versions.


Still, something felt strange as they looked around.


+


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.8.01]

―Classic returns. Back to the Metaverse once more.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.9.11]

―A recreation of the true classic stage. Feel the scent of the past.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.9.23]

―The real classic version is open. Back into the embrace of the old Metaverse.


+


Runald, who had been carefully reading the descriptions, asked, “They all say they are classics.”


[That is how they attract a lot of passengers.]


“Why?”


[The early Metaverse was a fair world. If you worked hard, you received rewards equal to your effort. At least, more people believed that then than they do now.]


“Wow, Andersen-nim. I can hear you even though you are not in a God-Descent state!”


[I think this guy’s World Force increased a little after clearing the first floor. I can talk for a moment, but-]


With a sputtering sound, Andersen’s voice disappeared again.


“I cannot hear you again.”


[Damn it.]


Jaehwan looked over the old-version doors with Runald one by one. Beneath the signs were brief reviews from passengers who had participated in each version.


―Driver, get back to basics.

―Are you kidding? You call this classic?

―You said there would be no gacha draws you said there would be no gacha draws you said there would be no gacha draws

―How much am I supposed to spend, you lunatics?


All sorts of terrible reviews followed.


Runald shouted as though he had figured it out.


“Let’s read the reviews and enter somewhere with good ratings!”


[Everyone thinks that innocently at first.]


Runald searched for about ten minutes before finding the version with the best reviews. Or rather, before trying to.


“There is not a single version with more than two points...”


After pondering for a moment, Runald clapped his hands as though he had realized something.


“Wait. If they all claim to be ‘classic,’ that means there must be an first version that was the real classic!”


[Oh-ho.]


“Then we can just enter the very first version!”


Not long after, Runald found that ‘first version.’


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.1.00]

―Entry is currently unavailable due to internal repairs.


After seeing the endless signs that read ‘under internal repairs,’ Runald suddenly spread both arms like he had lost his mind and shouted, “Metaverse!”


“The gods must find a pathetic tower like this amusing.”


[It was not like this five hundred years ago. There were some paid systems, but it still had dreams and adventure. You could grow alongside your Companions and feel like you might really reach the end of this world.]


“Did you come here because you wanted to play a game like that?”


[No. I hate games. If I had to put it that way, I came here for a reason similar to yours.]


“A similar reason?”


[I came here to save my friend too.]


Just as Jaehwan was about to ask whether gods could have friends, Andersen’s gaze stopped before a certain door. Jaehwan sensed it, and his steps stopped as well.


[Let’s go here.]


The door Andersen chose was covered in old dust. It was a door that hardly had any recent ratings, as though no one had visited it for a very long time.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.3.12]


Runald scrolled down and read the old ratings for the map.


―A crazy bastard lives here

―Never enter the village


“Jaehwan-nim, this place does not even have one point.”


“That does not matter.”


“Right. The harder it is, the more rewards we will get for clearing it, right?”


Jaehwan nodded and took hold of the doorknob.


[You have selected 〈Metaverse〉 ver.3.12.]


A cold chill lingered at the tip of his nose. When the door opened, white snow was falling from the sky.


Excited at the sight, Runald waved his hand toward the sky. Jaehwan parted the light snowfall and slowly surveyed his surroundings.


A gray sky. A desolate landscape with half-destroyed houses scattered about and enormous craters in the ground. Only traces of hardened ash remained on the distant volcano, and no sign of life could be felt anywhere in the ruined area.


[I never thought I would come back here...]


“Do you know this place?”


Andersen did not answer.


Whenever Andersen swallowed her words, her emotions would reach Jaehwan with greater weight. They were emotions Jaehwan already knew well, but the texture and warmth buried within them were quite different from what he knew.


“I see.”


This was the 〈Metaverse〉 where Andersen had lived five hundred years ago. The place that had taken everything from her.


While Andersen briefly lost herself in memory, Jaehwan lightly surveyed the ruins. Then his gaze stopped at one place.


Near the door they had come through, a rift of immeasurable depth split the ruined ground.


Jaehwan silently looked into the wound in the earth. Others might not know, but Jaehwan could not fail to recognize what it was.


It was the trace left by his Stab.


The Stab he had fired from the first floor seemed to have pierced through this ‘world.’


Jaehwan reflexively looked up at the sky.


There was no rift.


So that was it.


There was a being here who had stopped his Stab.


Footnotes:
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[You have entered the ‘Metaverse Sixth Floor’.]

[The foundational Worldview of this floor is 『500 Years Ago, the Age of Great Revolution』.]


Andersen muttered in an odd voice.


[Great Revolution, my ass.]


Naturally, every tragedy turned into a story once enough time had passed. But not everyone could enjoy that story.


[Nothing changed, so what kind of Great Revolution was it?]


Soon, the Task for the Metaverse Sixth Floor appeared.


+


<Metaverse Sixth Floor - ver.3.12>


Task: Destroy ??.

Time Limit: ?? days


Reward: Seventh Floor admission ticket, 10,000 trust, and ???


+


“Destroy...”


[The world is already ruined. What is even left to destroy?]


Andersen grumbled as though the whole thing was absurd.


[This is the eighth floor I once challenged. All the passengers who were alive back then either died off or ran to other floors.]


Sure enough, there was not a single living soul anywhere in sight. All they could see was an ash-gray sky and thick snow steadily piling up.


Jaehwan and Runald walked across the snowfield, leaving soft tracks behind them. After some time, lights appeared in the distance as if by magic. One by one, more lights sprang up, until they were brightly illuminating the snowfield.


Soft light lined a long fence. It was a village.


Runald called out happily.


“It looks like there are people.”


“We should go take a look.”


“But the reviews earlier said not to enter villages... It should be okay, right?”


If the reviews had warned them off, there had to be a reason. Still, they could not just ignore a village that had appeared like such an obvious clue.


After pushing through the snow for a while, they reached the village entrance.


“Who goes there?”


The one guarding the entrance was a middle-aged man wearing nothing but a rough pair of leather trousers despite the dead of winter. The man’s hairy belly was fully exposed as he leveled a spear threateningly at Jaehwan.


“You bastards...”


Jaehwan slowly moved a hand toward the hilt of his sword. But the moment he gripped it, he felt something strange.


‘Andersen?’


A twisted sensation rose from the tips of his toes. Andersen’s emotions were surging into him.


“Hey.”


Before Jaehwan could say anything, World Force began flowing from his entire body. It was not Jaehwan’s own World Force. It was warm, like a grandmother telling a story to her granddaughter. It was Andersen’s.


Then the middle-aged man’s expression changed.


The man suddenly began trembling all over. Dropping the spear, the man took one step, then another, toward Jaehwan. Rough hands slowly grasped Jaehwan’s as they shook pitifully. As though unable to believe it, the man’s massive body slowly crumpled right in front of Jaehwan.


“Andersen-nim? Could it be... Andersen-nim?”


Jaehwan frowned and tried to pull his hand away, but Andersen, staring down at the man, muttered in a dazed voice.


[Hans?]


* * *


The man called Hans guided Jaehwan and Runald into the village. Lights burned here and there, but the village still felt bleak and desolate.


“This way, please.”


Just as Andersen had said, she seemed to be quite famous in this tower. The man led the Allies into his home and set out warm tea with an easy smile. It was not as good as what Vertus had served, but it still carried a kind of simple sincerity.


“It’s really good!”


“You must be Andersen-nim’s new Follower.”


Hans smiled broadly and patted Runald on the head.


“Are you Andersen-nim’s new Vicegerent?”


“No-”


“At last... you’ve returned to the tower.”


Jaehwan felt Andersen squirming, trying to come out, and let out a long sigh.


Andersen quickly spoke through Jaehwan’s mouth.


[Hans.]


“Andersen-nim.”


The moment Hans heard Andersen’s voice directly, emotion flooded the man’s face again. There was not a trace of hostility there. All Jaehwan could feel from Hans was boundless trust.


[What in the world are you doing here?]


“Pardon? I’ve simply... been living. As you can see, it’s modest, but we’ve been getting by happily enough.”


[But you...]


Andersen tried to speak several times, then hesitated.


It was as if she was afraid to confirm something by asking.


[What about the others?]


“It’s dawn, so they’ve all gone out for labor by now.”


[Who else is here?]


“There are many. They’ll all be glad to see you, Andersen-nim.”


[Who’s here?]


“Hmm, Christian, Marianne, and...”


As the names flowed from Hans’s mouth, Jaehwan felt Andersen’s vision tremble. He did not need to ask. Every one of those names meant something important to Andersen.


‘Are they your friends?’


Instead of answering Jaehwan, Andersen asked Hans another question.


[What do you mean by labor? Who’s making you work here?]


“Ah, it’s work we do of our own accord. Just the effort needed to maintain this world.”


At Hans’s utterly untroubled tone, Andersen fell silent for a moment.


That was when they sensed movement outside the door.


Hans checked the time, then rose from his seat as if the timing was perfect.


“They should be back about now.”


When they followed Hans outside, they saw crowds returning from beyond the village carrying huge loads. There were dozens of people pushing through the snowfall toward them.


Hans waved, and the villagers waved back from afar.


[What are they bringing?]


“Mineral materials left in the ruins, and the carcasses of monsters hunted nearby.”


[What for?]


“That is-”


Before Hans could answer, a Door appeared in midair some dozens of meters away. It was different from the Door Jaehwan and Runald had used to come here.


[That Door...]


Andersen recognized it immediately. It was not the Door an Attendant provided when moving from a lower floor to a higher floor.


That was a ‘Door’ that could only be purchased from the [Paid Part Shop].


“They’re Harvesters.”


As Hans spoke, two passengers emerged from the Door. At a glance, both were decked out in flashy Parts and stylish Skins.


Jaehwan recognized what they were too. Most likely, they were high-floor passengers who had come down from the residential districts above the Seventh Floor.


Then he heard low voices murmuring.


“Damn, I always feel like shit whenever I come here.”


“No choice. If we want to fill the quota, we have to sweep through this place too.”


“I heard the owner of this worksite is a total nutcase.”


“Have you ever seen one of those survivors from the ‘500 Years’ who was sane?”


The Harvesters chatted lightly among themselves, then seized an approaching villager by the scruff of the neck.


“Hey. What’s today’s haul?”


“This is all we have.”


“You messing with me?”


One Harvester kicked over the harvest basket and scowled viciously.


“What am I supposed to make with this? This isn’t even enough to make five enhancement stones.”


“Hey. Don’t touch these people. If something happens-”


“If something happens, what? That ‘madman’ isn’t even around anyway. What, you think I’m a joke?”


“Harvesters-nim! We are sorry!”


Hans had already run over and was bowing over and over as he gathered the spilled minerals back into the overturned basket.


“There just haven’t been many monsters appearing these past few days, so if you could please understand a little...”


“Then fill the gap with something else.”


“By something else, you mean...?”


The Harvester smiled and pointed at a trembling man and woman in the crowd.


“You and you. You’re coming up with us this time.”


“Hey. I told you, you’re not supposed to siphon off the ones here.”


“You damn coward. They’re just empty shells anyway. You think anyone would even notice if one or two disappeared? Hey. Get over here. Now.”


The villagers who had been singled out only stood there hesitating. The Harvester’s expression hardened, and the Harvester strode toward them. The one who stepped in front to stop that was Hans.


“Harvesters-nim. Please stop. If you keep this up, then we also-”


“You also what?”


Hans’s eyes wavered. A dangerous aura was pouring from the Harvester.


“You think I look easy because I bothered answering you nicely?”


“N-No, that isn’t-”


“You godless bastards.”


At those words, sparks flew in Hans’s eyes for the first time. The Harvester’s lips twisted with amusement at the sight of Hans’s blazing stare.


“What? You want to try me?”


The Harvester, two handspans shorter than Hans, reached out and grabbed Hans by the shoulder. A moment later, Hans’s shoulder began burning, wrapped in red energy. Hans’s face twisted in pain. But Hans neither groaned nor screamed.


“This is fun. You’re going to endure it?”


As the Harvester’s grip tightened, Hans was gradually forced lower and lower. Hans’s bloodless lips swelled as if they might burst, and the man’s whole body trembled in agony.


Then, at some point, the Harvester’s amused face froze. An unfamiliar figure was standing right behind Hans.


The Harvester frowned.


“What are you?”


The Harvester’s words did not reach the man. Right now, there was only one voice the man could hear.


[Jaehwan.]


‘Do whatever you want.’


Andersen moved through Jaehwan’s body. Moving at a speed almost too fast to see, Andersen closed the distance and grabbed the right hand that had been crushing Hans’s shoulder.


“You little-”


Startled, the Harvester flared up with World Force. But even in the face of those flames, Andersen did not suffer so much as a scratch.


Using pure strength alone, Andersen tore the Harvester’s hand away from Hans and asked,


[Are you lackeys of the Alliance?]


The Harvester did not answer, and instead swung the other fist.


「Ignition Explosion」


It was a fist clearly carrying a powerful enhancement-type Setting.


Just before the flaming fist could explode against Jaehwan’s head, Andersen spoke.


[Half comes off.]


‘No-’


Before Jaehwan could reply, his upper body was stripped bare. And exactly as much as had been stripped away, Andersen’s World Force surged.


Crack.


The Harvester, both fists now caught, stared in disbelief.


“How... Why are you taking off your clothes-”


Red energy welled up behind the Harvester, and beyond that red glow, someone’s gaze could be felt.


[Plamers, God of Fire, has sensed your presence!]


That being was likely the Harvester’s Contract God.


[Plamers, God of Fire, is glaring at you intently.]


[Plamers?]


[Plamers, God of Fire, is burning with rage!]


[Did that insignificant bastard’s retainer just lay hands on my children?]


“I’ll kill you! Mason! Get over here!”


“That’s one hell of a Vicegerent! Full power!”


Apparently both were Followers of the same god. The moment both of their World Force exploded at once, Andersen had no choice but to let go of the Harvester’s hands for an instant. Pulling back, the two Harvesters shot their hands toward the air at the same time.


“God of Fire!”


A circular formation took shape around the two Harvesters, and fiery energy surged as it began to cover the surrounding area.


It was like watching demonic fire swallow the entire vicinity. Jaehwan had certainly seen something similar before, when fighting Belkain’s Apostles on a lower floor, but this was different.


Something dangerous was about to happen.


Then a page turned inside Jaehwan’s mind.


Mulack’s memory, 『Record of the Abyss』.


「Unlike the Lords placed under ‘Big Brother,’ every god in the Abyss possesses a unique Worldview. And they have an ultimate method of battle that makes use of that Worldview-」


A small colony of flame was descending before their eyes.


「That is the manifestation of a Worldview. Sanctuary Manifestation.」


Plamers, God of Fire.

Sanctuary Manifestation.

Fiendfire Colony.


The area within roughly ten meters was completely covered in a forest of fire. Flames spread beneath their feet like grass, stinging and searing Jaehwan’s entire body.


Jaehwan realized what this ability was.


Unique World.


It was exactly the same ability as the Unique World of a third-stage Awakened One. The only difference was that this world possessed real physical force and could directly harm its target.


The men standing at the center of the colony were breathing hard, but they were already smiling as though victory was certain.


「Only within a Sanctuary does a ‘god’ finally become an omnipotent being.」


The Harvester pointed at Jaehwan.


“Die.”


The moment that declaration fell, someone stepped in front of Jaehwan.


“You can’t!”


It was Hans.


“A-Andersen-nim...”


Hans’s body began to burn. Unlike before, this was an uncontrollable blaze. The texture of the burning World Force was different.


The moment Jaehwan saw those flames, he understood as well.


This fire would not go out easily.


And then Jaehwan’s hand blocked the flames. But the fire immediately began climbing higher, burning even Jaehwan’s hand.


Andersen declared,


[Jaehwan. Take it all off.]


‘I said no-’


[And spend some trust too.]


Jaehwan felt the trust he possessed turning into white light. Andersen swallowed that light whole. In the next instant, brilliant white radiance poured from Jaehwan’s eyes.


Andersen slowly opened her mouth.


Once upon a time, long ago,

there lived a Naked God.


Along with that single line of song, green wild grass spread across the ground where Jaehwan stood.


A tiny patch of land, the only place untouched at the center of the choking blaze.


Jaehwan realized it at once. This small strip of earth was Andersen’s Sanctuary.


Andersen’s gaze turned to the Harvester. One step, then another. Andersen slowly began moving forward. The flames went out wherever her steps touched.


She hated clothes,

so she lived her whole life bare.


The Harvester kept pointing and shouting, “Die!” over and over. But the flames could not even brush Jaehwan’s skin before they guttered out.


By then, Jaehwan had already walked right up to the Harvester. In a trembling voice, the Harvester asked,


“H-How... without even manifesting...?”


[There’s no need for manifestation.]


Andersen smiled white.


[This world is already my Sanctuary.]


Jaehwan’s hand seized the Harvester’s head.


[Strip.]


The Harvester’s body was torn to pieces together with the clothes.


Jaehwan was genuinely startled by the horrific sight.


The scale was different, but it was like looking at Catastrophe of 《Chaos》.


At that moment, another page began turning inside Jaehwan’s mind.


「If there is only one thing I regret after ascending to the ‘Abyss,’ it is that I never got to meet the ‘god’ said to have inherited the Ancient God’s Setting.」


...What?


「A level 1 variable designated by the Seven Divine Thrones. One of the candidates among the high-grade gods said to be closest to the ‘Seven Divine Thrones’... the Naked God, ‘Andersen’.」


Who would have thought Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』 would contain an account of Andersen?


“S-Spare me... Please spare me.”


The other Harvester staggered back, muttering, and by then had already summoned a Door to flee to the upper floor.


Instead of stopping the Harvester, Andersen declared in a voice cold enough to freeze.


[Tell the Alliance. ‘Andersen’ has returned.]


The moment the Harvester vanished, the brushfire around them also went out with smoking wisps. Hans, the big man with red-rimmed eyes, was staring at Jaehwan.


Green wild grass had bloomed over the ruins. Hans glanced over that grass, then staggered forward.


“Andersen-nim.”


Clutching Jaehwan’s burn-marked hand, Hans was crying.


“You are... far too late.”


The voice came out thick, as if something were caught in the throat.


And then Jaehwan realized. These were not Andersen’s friends.


[Hans.]


Andersen’s tenth Apostle, Hans, was crying.


Then a plump man with permed hair waddled forward. Both cheeks bulged as if the man had been chewing something. Cheeks trembling, the man muttered as though unable to believe it.


“Is it really you, Andersen-nim?”


[Christian.]


Andersen’s seventh Apostle, Christian.


Behind Christian stood a red-haired woman wearing an eyepatch, both hands calmly folded together.


“You have returned, Andersen-nim.”


[Marianne.]


Andersen’s fourth Apostle, Marianne.


“You haven’t forgotten us.”


Seeing the people who had formed a circle around them before anyone noticed, Jaehwan finally understood who they all were.


They were all Andersen’s former Followers.


Followers who had waited five hundred years for their god. To anyone watching, it would have been a profoundly moving sight.


It should have been.


[There was not a single moment in all my life when I forgot any of you.]


It felt as though the balance of the world was creaking out of place.


Then memories began flowing into Jaehwan’s mind.


「“Andersen-nim. Please run. We’ll hold this place.”」


[Hans.]


「“Andersen-nim. Thank you for everything until now.”」


[Marianne.]


「“Please save me, Andersen-nim. I don’t want to die. Please. Please!”」


[Christian.]


The fury of a distant god that had endured for five hundred years spread across the white snowfield.


[Who turned all of you into Dolls?]


Everyone in this village had already died five hundred years ago.


[The Task has been updated.]


+


<Metaverse Sixth Floor - ver.3.12>


Task: Destroy the ‘world’.

Time Limit: 14 days


Reward: Seventh Floor admission ticket, 10,000 trust, and ???


+


Five hundred years ago, Andersen fought to protect this world.


And now, five hundred years later.


She had come as this world’s ‘destruction’.


Footnotes:
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After the battle ended, the village’s Followers carried the tattered Harvester into a warehouse. Having lost all his World Force and suffered a half-shattered soul form, he was hovering on the brink of death. Judging by the severity of his injuries, even his link to a god appeared to have been severed.


Even so, he was barely alive.


As Hans tightly bound the Harvester’s soul form to a warehouse pillar, he said to Jaehwan, “Andersen-nim was never one to easily cause soul extinction, no matter how vile the enemy was.”


“You will not finish him yourself?”


“We cannot carelessly kill an Alliance Harvester. It is not something we can handle...”


After securely binding the Harvester’s limbs, Hans wiped the sweat from his brow and muttered, “When ‘that person’ arrives, they will probably deal with him personally.”


That person?


[I am sorry, but I will be asleep for about a day now.]


Andersen’s voice came at just the right moment. Her tone was weak and unsteady, as though she were barely holding back an overwhelming wave of sleepiness.


[I overdid it. Singing up to the second verse was not something I could do in my current state.]


The second verse. She must have meant that strange song.


Her World Force had increased explosively with every verse. That song was likely Andersen’s primary Setting.


[I will rest for a little while. I will explain many things later, so please do not do anything strange while I am gone...]


Who did she think was the troublemaker?


Andersen’s presence vanished completely, and Jaehwan followed Hans to the lodging. It was still late at night, and they would likely have to stay in the village for several days anyway. People curious about Jaehwan lingered nearby, but Hans rolled up his sleeves and shooed them away.


“Jaehwan-nim is tired as well, so everyone should go inside for now. There will be time tomorrow.”


As the disappointed villagers turned away, Jaehwan briefly activated 「Doubt」 and scanned them. He was looking for the being who had blocked his Stab.


Yet even after widening his senses, he could not detect any enemy capable of threatening him.


“It is shabby, but please rest here tonight.”


Hans gave Jaehwan and Runald a small room with basic furnishings, then withdrew with his usual easygoing smile. Despite the village’s rundown exterior, the room itself was fairly decent. A soft mattress lay on the bed, and a small candle-shaped reading lamp sat on the bedside table.


Come to think of it, the village had a strange atmosphere. The streetlamps lighting the village were one thing, but although its appearance was clearly medieval, unfamiliar technology seemed mixed into every part of it.


Runald bounced on the bed, saying it felt like staying at a luxurious inn, then quickly fell asleep. Jaehwan gently pushed the sleeping Runald into a corner before lying down.


Perhaps it was because he was finally resting somewhere decent. Or perhaps it was because he had glimpsed Andersen’s memories today.


Jaehwan found himself thinking of his early days climbing the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


The first day in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, when he had succeeded in hunting a monster for the first time, sold its hide, and fallen asleep in an inn room. Those days when every day had been a struggle to survive. Memories that no longer came easily.


What had he been like back then?


“Jaehwan, are you doing that again? How many hours has it been now?”


“Jaehwan-gun, could you not take a break now and then?”


“Jaehwan, you are really diligent.”


With every blink, his Companions’ voices rang out like auditory hallucinations. Jaehwan recalled the routine he had repeated every day back then.


Tomorrow morning, he should try doing Stabs like he used to.


With that thought, Jaehwan quietly closed his eyes.


Somewhere in the distance, a crow cawed.


* * *


Jaehwan woke early the next morning and went out to Hans’s backyard. He lightly removed his top, loosened up, then picked up Dokbul. With a sensation that calmed his mind, he stabbed into empty air in a precise stance.


Stabbing, then stabbing again.


As he repeated the movement with all his focus, Jaehwan used 「Doubt」 on his Stab for the first time in a long while.


This Stab was no longer a simple technique. It had become his Setting.


“Jaehwan-nim, could I learn it too?”


When Jaehwan turned, Runald was standing there with his hands lightly clasped together.


Urgency and anxiety colored his voice. Jaehwan had little difficulty understanding the feelings of his only Follower.


Runald believed he was weak.


He must have felt it keenly while fighting the other Followers on the first floor of this tower. At this rate, he would only become a burden on the journey ahead.


Jaehwan looked down at Dokbul’s scarred scabbard.


His Stab had been forged through thousands of years.


He did not know how much Runald could learn if he taught him now, but it would still be better than not teaching him. Every Stab began with the first stab.


Keeping his stance, Jaehwan lightly wrapped his hand around Dokbul’s hilt. Slowly and precisely, using every muscle in his body evenly.


Jaehwan stabbed with his sword.


Though he put no force into it at all, the dead grass in the village yard flattened violently. Severed blades of grass spun sharply through the air, and a few brushed Runald’s cheek.


Runald stared blankly at the Stab as if moved by it, then tears suddenly rolled down his face.


“Uh... I am sorry. Why, why am I crying?”


It was only a Stab.


“Can you do it?”


“I will try. I really want to do it too.”


Runald quickly composed himself, awkwardly gripped a wooden sword lying in the backyard, and began practicing in the air. Once, twice. Jaehwan gradually corrected his posture.


Runald’s Stabs stretched forward clumsily.


Jaehwan knew it would take a very long time.


By the time this boy’s Stab was complete, Jaehwan might no longer be Runald’s god.


“Haaah!”


The movement looked simple on the surface, but the years spent honing it had never been simple. Time spent stabbing and stabbing again for a perfect straight line.


This Stab was a technique that could only be tempered through such a history.


“May I try it too?”


Hans poked his head out. He had apparently been watching their training for some time.


Hans was not alone.


“I-I want to try too.”


Christian timidly stepped forward, belly protruding slightly. Along with him, villagers with curious eyes came pouring in from somewhere.


“Is this a Setting that is popular in the Abyss these days?”


“I used to wield a sword myself...”


Everyone seemed excited. Holding broken branches or scraps of wood, the villagers stood awkwardly and began imitating Runald.


As if that Stab had become some kind of ritual to them.


“I am sorry. Everyone tends to make a fuss. Even this is an event in this village.”


When Jaehwan turned, the red-haired woman was covering her mouth as she smiled. One of her eyes was covered with something like an eyepatch, and there was something familiar about her.


“Thank you for saving us yesterday.”


Looking more closely, she was one of the villagers he had seen yesterday.


Her name was...


“My name is Marianne. I was Andersen-nim’s fourth Apostle.”


While they exchanged brief greetings, the villagers practicing Stabs began heading off somewhere one by one.


“Oh, it is already time. Everyone, let us go.”


Jaehwan asked, “Where is everyone going?”


“Today is the temple festival day. If you have time...”


Just as Jaehwan was about to say it sounded troublesome, Marianne continued.


“All the Followers you met yesterday want to see you.”


“Me?”


“Yes. Because you are Andersen-nim’s new Vicegerent.”


He felt bad about disappointing them, but he still had to say it.


“I am not that girl’s Vicegerent. It is true that she is inside me, though.”


“Ah.”


Marianne covered her slightly parted lips.


“I see. I thought that might be the case.”


“I was not trying to deceive you.”


“That is all right. The fact that Andersen-nim came here with you is already a great gift to the people of this village. With that in mind... may I invite you once more?”


After she put it that way, he could not exactly refuse. If Yoonhwan or Seoyul saw this, they would tease him again for being “Jaehwan who cannot say no.”


Was it because the Metaverse was also a 《Tower of Nightmares》? Old memories had been surfacing especially often lately.


“All right.”


As Jaehwan walked through the village with Marianne and Runald, he closely examined the village structures. The streetlamps and utility poles he had seen yesterday caught his eye again. No matter how he looked at them, they did not fit a medieval Worldview.


“This village’s Worldview is unusual.”


“It is, somewhat.”


Marianne smiled and added, “Andersen-nim was an unusual god. She was a god, but she had a human side. She called her fellow gods ‘friends.’”


Friends.


“The person who created our village was also one of those ‘friends.’”


Jaehwan silently studied Marianne’s face. He had heard that Followers who lost their god all became Lost Ones and went mad.


“You said you were Andersen’s Followers.”


“Yes.”


“Now that Andersen has returned, will you become Andersen’s Followers again?”


Marianne’s body suddenly stopped.


When Jaehwan looked ahead, the temple was already before them. It was built in a style that blended the medieval and modern eras. At its front stood a familiar statue of a young girl. It closely resembled the Andersen he had seen in the Unique World.


“We would like to, but it is impossible.”


“Why?”


“We are no longer in a state where we can become anyone’s Followers.”


Before Jaehwan could ask further, Marianne bowed respectfully and entered the temple first. Jaehwan dusted off his shoes and followed her inside.


More statues lined the passageway leading from the entrance.


“In honor of the four gods who joined the Revolution Five Hundred Years Ago.”


Jaehwan examined each statue.


“God of Definition ‘Justice’ and their Vicegerent ‘Illium.’”


“God of Yesterday ‘Arteina’ and their Vicegerent ‘Yuben.’”


The final statue was damaged, with only its legs remaining. There was no Vicegerent’s name, only the god’s.


“God Without a Vicegerent ‘Ethan Cart.’”


Jaehwan and Runald stopped for a moment and looked at the statue.


“There are gods without Vicegerents?”


“I heard about one long ago. They said there was a god in the Metaverse who did not have a Vicegerent... But I did not know that god was one of Andersen-nim’s fellow gods.”


Runald moved his lips several times, looking overwhelmed.


“It does not feel real. Andersen-nim was such an amazing god. That cannot be right.”


“Andersen never told you anything?”


“No. She always avoided talking about what happened five hundred years ago.”


The villagers who had arrived first were sitting in order inside the prayer hall. They wore almost nothing but underwear or thin robes, practically naked.


Nobody explained it, but Jaehwan understood what it meant.


Andersen’s Worldview was 「Naked」.


Then it was not strange for them to be nearly naked.


Jaehwan pressed the undress button on his combat suit and removed his clothes.


Since it was 「Naked」 anyway, taking everything off should be fine. Andersen had always liked being naked too.


“Ah, you have arrived, Jaehwan-nim.”


As Jaehwan looked for a place to sit, Hans warmly greeted them.


“Um, Jaehwan-nim. But if you do that here...”


Hans glanced Jaehwan up and down and cleared his throat, looking extremely uncomfortable.


“Is this not where everyone takes everything off?”


“What? What do you mean...?”


“Andersen has the 「Naked」 Worldview.”


“Of course, having a ‘naked heart’ is truly important, but you do not need to actually take off all your clothes...”


“...”


“Of course, Andersen-nim did really enjoy taking her clothes off, but...”


Jaehwan decided he would kill her when she woke up, then took a seat.


He thought they might ask something of him because they had said everyone was waiting for him, but once he arrived, nobody spoke to him. Left alone, Jaehwan stared at the Followers in the prayer hall.


They all had their heads bowed, praying for something.


It was an unfamiliar atmosphere to Jaehwan.


“It has been a very long time since I came to a temple.”


Jaehwan turned to Runald. Come to think of it, where was Runald from?


“In my hometown, the nobles blocked us from entering.”


Vague memories flowed from Runald.


Being chased after stealing bread. Being pursued by nobles and having his life threatened after trying to protect his younger sister. Then being dragged into the 《Tower of Nightmares》 when it suddenly appeared.


“I kind of like that anyone can have their own god in the Abyss.”


Souls forced into situations they could not handle alone, no matter how hard they tried, might eventually have no choice but to rely on a god.


“Nothing will come of believing in me.”


“Believing is still important. It is comforting on its own.”


Then Runald began to pray. Even Jaehwan, a novice god, could faintly feel the pure faith in the boy’s heart.


「Please let me obtain the ‘Demon King of Salvation’ Skin.」


It would have been more moving if Jaehwan had not heard the content of the prayer.


Jaehwan slowly looked around at the other Followers.


Bearded Hans, gluttonous Christian, quiet Marianne. They were all praying for something. They said they were no longer Andersen’s Followers, so for whom and for what were they praying?


Without realizing it, Jaehwan activated 「Doubt」.


Then, the next moment.


「Save meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave me」


He heard their prayers.
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It was Runald who snapped Jaehwan out of his daze as he listened to the prayers.


“Jaehwan-nim, have you ever tried praying?”


Jaehwan thought for a moment. Prayer.


“There was a religious person from another country in the Tower of Nightmares I cleared.”


Runald’s eyes lit up at the unexpected opening.


“They said that, in that person’s homeland, there was a device that recited prayers for you. Even if you did not know the language, turning the device once counted as reciting the prayer once.”


“That is an unusual device.”


Jaehwan had forgotten the religious person’s name. Before dying, they had made a machine resembling a music box and left behind a request.


“After I die, would you wind this machine for me once in a while?”


They had been the last religious person remaining in the 《Tower of Nightmares》. After they died, Jaehwan and Yoonhwan had taken turns winding the music box. Eventually, they installed a Mana circuit in it so it would keep playing forever.


“Perhaps that was a kind of prayer too. Though I do not know whether their god heard it.”


“That is a very interesting story.”


Runald thought for a moment before adding, “But calling that a real prayer...”


“What is a ‘real prayer’?”


“Uh, well...”


As though he had never faced such a difficult question before, Runald began agonizing over it. Jaehwan was not looking at Runald.


「Save meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave me」


He looked here.


「Save meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave me」


He looked there. It was all the same.


Hans, Christian, Marianne. They were all repeating the same prayer.


Jaehwan took in the expressions of those praying. Could that truly be called a prayer?


“This is the eighth floor of the Metaverse I attempted. The passengers who were alive then either all died or fled to other floors.”


Andersen had said she lost all of them five hundred years ago. To die in the Abyss meant that the soul was truly erased.


Jaehwan’s gaze turned to Hans. 「Doubt」 pierced through Hans’s soul.


The inside was empty. A transparent shell of a soul with nothing in it.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Hans.”


“Yes?”


Jaehwan could tell. That soul was not truly understanding his words. It was only answering from implanted “memories.”


Only then did he understand Andersen’s words.


“Who in the world turned you all into Dolls?”


There was not a single living soul here.


“We have waited a long time for this day.”


Marianne, standing before the congregation, was looking at Jaehwan.


“Stranger who carries Andersen-nim within you, would you leave a few words of blessing for everyone here?”


If Andersen were awake, what expression would she be wearing right now?


Jaehwan slowly rose from his seat.


“I am not Andersen. I am Jaehwan.”


He remembered the religious person who had died in the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Had that person’s god heard the melody from the music box they left behind? If it had, what could it have said?


“You all...”


Even if he said something, what meaning would there be in speaking to a music box?


Jaehwan thought he understood why they kept repeating that prayer. Like the religious person in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, they must have been the same.


“Perhaps even gods can be lonely.”


Gods existed because Followers prayed to them. Perhaps that was why they had prayed without rest for five hundred years. To leave their god in this world. To make others remember. To remember.


“You prayed diligently.”


Hans suddenly made a strange sound. It was like the creak of a broken music box.


“You can stop now.”


Like music boxes that had agreed to stop at the same moment, the villagers in the temple all froze at once. Empty gazes turned toward Jaehwan.


「Save meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave meSave me」


Could Dolls shed tears?


If they could, were those a Doll’s tears? Or the tears of a human who had chosen to become a Doll?


Or perhaps they were an illusion seen by the god who loved those Dolls.


They had lived only while waiting for Andersen to return. And then.


“You came far too late.”


“You did not forget us.”


“You have returned, Andersen-nim.”


They had endured while waiting to be freed from this prayer.


Jaehwan’s hand gripped Dokbul. Runald’s eyes widened in shock.


“Jaehwan-nim?”


One by one, the Dolls closed their eyes, as if they had dreamed of this day for a long time.


At last, the moment their prayers would be answered had come.


Something seized Jaehwan’s right arm. With a tzzzt, World Force suppressed his muscles. Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


“Andersen.”


[Stop.]


“Free them.”


They had prayed for Andersen for five hundred years, even becoming Dolls for her sake. They deserved to be freed from their faith now.


“Keeping them here is your greed. They are no longer the Followers you remember.”


[If your friend became a Doll like that.]


Andersen added, grinding her teeth.


[Would you still be able to say the same thing?]


If Yoonhwan became a Doll.


For the briefest moment, Jaehwan’s hand faltered.


“If that happened, I would kill him with my own hands.”


World Force clashed with World Force. Yet Jaehwan was the owner of this body, and Dokbul slowly began to slide free.


As the blade of Dokbul, stained with unsettling madness, turned toward the Dolls, Andersen screamed.


[What if there is a way to restore the Dolls to how they were?]


The blade that had been drawing free stopped.


[Would you still kill these Dolls?]


“Is there a way?”


[Perhaps if it is the Creator who made these Dolls...]


Creator.


At that moment, Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」 activated powerfully once more.


Something was ringing an alarm in his ears. The Dolls around him trembled at once.


When he focused more deeply on 「Doubt」, he saw translucent Threads stretching upward from above the Dolls’ heads. All the Threads extended toward one place.


More precisely, the entrance to this temple.


“Who are you?”


Someone was standing there.


The moment Jaehwan turned his head, Andersen’s fury wrapped around his whole body. It was a rage greater than any emotion Jaehwan had ever encountered.


[How did you...?]


Sunlight poured into the temple. A girl had removed her hat, and her blond hair fluttered in the light. Jewel-like eyes watched them.


Jaehwan had seen her face before. In Andersen’s memories. In Vertus’s album at the Waystation.


And in this temple’s hallway.


The girl approached with light steps. Her Gothic dress swayed with every movement, and the crow perched on her shoulder gave a threatening cry.


「We will not forget you. So please do not forget us.」


The girl who had spoken those words as she died.


「Do not worry about us. You must survive, my god.」


That girl now stood before Jaehwan.


Just as he was about to speak, the girl pressed a finger to his lips.


“I know who you are. It took you a very long time.”


Andersen’s former Vicegerent, Rachel Young.


Yet Jaehwan and Andersen both knew clearly. The being before them was not Rachel, but something entirely different.


An emptied shell of a soul. Unsettling black World Force, swollen like a crow’s feathers.


The being curled up inside it was a god.


[How dare you, how dare you...]


“My friend, did you like the gift I prepared?”


[I will kill you.]


Andersen’s World Force manifested regardless of Jaehwan’s will, covering the entire temple.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


The overwhelming power Andersen had displayed a few days ago was stirring once again.


But then.


Rumble.


A force suppressed the Sanctuary Andersen was trying to spread. Black World Force flowed from the girl’s body. That enormous World Pressure prevented another Worldview from manifesting within the temple. It was an oppressive force beyond comparison to Belkain’s Vicegerent on the first floor.


Jaehwan had already encountered a being with this degree of power.


“General.”


The girl’s power clearly rivaled the Generals of the 《Great Realm》.


“Is this all? You have grown much weaker over five hundred years, Andersen.”


[Dammit! Ethan! Why are you...!]


Ethan.


The moment he heard that name, Jaehwan remembered the statues in the temple hallway.


The only god among them with no Vicegerent listed.


“You made the Dolls in this village.”


The girl tilted her head at Jaehwan’s calm words.


“Are you Andersen’s new Vicegerent?”


“Restore them to how they were.”


“You do not seem to be Andersen’s type.”


As if measuring Jaehwan’s power, the girl raised her World Force once more. Her yellow eyes shone brightly.


law-type Setting, 「Crow’s Eye」.


Andersen knew the Setting contained within those eyes.


The unique Setting of the God Without a Vicegerent. An ability that could convert the stats of every Follower and Vicegerent in the world into numerical values.


Ethan Cart’s specialty, created to seek out Vicegerents and Followers with better stats. Countless Vicegerents caught by those eyes had been seized and turned into Dolls.


Yet.


Those eyes were shaking violently.


“What are you?”


Crack.


Silver tears fell from the girl’s eyes as blood vessels burst within them.


“What did you bring here, Andersen?”


As Ethan staggered a step back, Jaehwan took a step forward.


He saw the shamshir hanging at the girl’s waist. Battle marks remained on its scabbard. Scars that only one technique in the world could leave behind.


“So it was you. You blocked my Stab.”


“Stab?”


The girl’s pupils faintly trembled.


“Could that be...?”


[Jaehwan.]


“Andersen, do not interfere this time.”


It seemed the Creator of Dolls did not have friendly intentions toward them. There was no reason to hesitate any longer. If he delayed here, Yoonhwan, who was on the seventh floor, might become a Doll like the villagers.


“I will kill this bastard and go up to the seventh floor.”


The World Force that had been suppressed within Jaehwan’s body burst forth. It slowly pushed back the black World Pressure and claimed more than half the temple. That pure World Force concentrated into Dokbul.


The instantly condensed World Force emitted an explosive light and gathered into a circle.


「World Stab」


A Stab that had pierced through the sixth floor of the Metaverse in a single strike. The tip of Dokbul traced a tiny circle as the number of Stabs accumulated.


One strike, two strikes, three strikes, four strikes.


As Jaehwan’s World Force rose mercilessly, Ethan’s gaze changed.


“I wonder if you can take this one too.”


Dokbul burst into flames.
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“Metaverse. A dumping ground for gods.”

―Ethan Cart


* * *


“Made it to the sixth floor!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ greets Rene!]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ greets Rene!]


“Hello, hello! It’s great to see you all. Riha!”


Rene smiled brightly at the drone camera, flashing a V-sign. Unlike before, she wore a black combat suit.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says your new outfit is pretty.]


“Oh, this? It’s a new skin. I managed to pull one. This isn’t a promotion or anything, I bought it with my own money!”


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ asks for the skin’s name.]


“The skin’s name? It’s ‘Moonlit Sage Yu Sangah’! I pulled it from this <Star Stream> collaboration gacha draw. Pretty, right?”


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ grumbles that they pulled one too, but only got ‘Bicycle Thief Han Myeongoh’.]


“I got twenty copies of that one too, and I couldn’t even throw them away. What a pain. All right, enough chatter. Let’s start today’s stream!”


Rene threw both arms wide, and the drone filming her pulled back, showing a wide shot centered on her.


An old-version 〈Metaverse〉 cityscape where ruins stretched as far as the eye could see.


“Rene has finally reached the sixth floor, brimming with fighting spirit!”


[The God of Spelling ‘Grammar’ says you mean renewed determination, not brimming with fighting spirit.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ asks how you even made it to the sixth floor.]


“How else? Through tremendous effort! Do you know how hard it was to get here?”


[The God of Wisdom ‘Hikmatun’ is certain you bought a ‘Unique High Pass’.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks why you even came to the sixth floor.]


“Come on, where would I get that kind of money? Ahem. Anyway, the reason I came here is because of that beginner we saw in the last stream. You all remember him, right?”


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ asks if you mean that naked man.]


“Yes, yes, that very beginner! The hot topic who’s practically paralyzed 〈Metaverse〉 and 《Little Brother》 over the past two days!”


Rene lightly snapped her fingers. The broadcast screen changed, displaying a list of popular videos on 《Little Brother》.


―Naked Stab Goes Viral, Belkain’s Squadron Completely Crushed [HOT]

―Metaverse’s First-Floor Ceiling Collapses, Great Rupture Occurs for the First Time in 700 Years [HOT]

―Metaverse, Round 2,971: The Identity of the Naked Stab Man?! [HOT]


Many of the thumbnails combined a mosaic-censored image of the naked man stabbing with Rene’s face, her hands pressed to her cheeks as though startled.


Rene clicked her tongue.


“Seriously, they used my face so freely without any portrait rights. Anyway! The reason I came here is because of that beginner! I tracked him down!”


As [LIVE] appeared on the broadcast, her stream began in earnest.


―Special Feature! Searching for the Infamous ‘Naked Stab Man.’


[‘Anonymous God 32’ asks how you found him.]


“I splurged a little with the donations you all sent.”


Rene shrugged, shaded her eyes with one hand, and began scanning the area.


“More importantly, our beginner came to quite an unusual Worldview. As you all know, the sixth floor of the Metaverse mixes old-version maps together. From what I can see, this is…”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks if this isn’t the world where that Doll pervert lives.]


“A Doll pervert? Ah, it looks like Puppy No. 1 found our beginner!”


“Puppy” was the nickname for her drones. Each was a top-of-the-line Part worth more than three thousand trust. Her supporters had gifted them to Rene because she kept breaking every machine she touched.


A moment later, the view from Puppy No. 1 appeared on the broadcast screen.


A distant village could still only be seen dimly.


Far away, Jaehwan and Runald came into view as they headed somewhere.


“Oh? They’re going into a temple. Our beginner must be more devout than he looks.”


A moment later, the temple exploded and collapsed.


* * *


Ethan Cart.


One of the current Six Gods of 〈Metaverse〉, the first Creator of Dolls.


The God Without a Vicegerent.


Some called Ethan the King of Crows.


Vicegerents afraid of being collected as Ethan’s Dolls would deliberately choose other maps to climb the Tower, just to avoid encountering the group Ethan belonged to.


That had all been five hundred years ago.


Andersen’s revolution failed, and the gods who had belonged to Andersen’s group were either purged by the Alliance or scattered to the winds.


Ethan had been the sole exception.


Some said it was because Ethan betrayed Andersen. Others claimed the Alliance found Ethan’s skills useful.


What was certain was that, whatever the reason Ethan had survived, Ethan remained one of the strongest gods in 〈Metaverse〉. Unlike the other gods who had fallen into ruin, Ethan still retained the power of a high-grade god.


“Ghk…”


And now, Ethan was being threatened by an unidentified naked man.


“Wait! Stop, Andersen!”


Andersen showed no sign of stopping.


More precisely, Andersen’s Vicegerent did not.


Ethan gritted teeth and focused on the scene ahead. Fragments of the temple roof flew about chaotically. The pressure of the wind alone made it clear.


The World Force gathered around that dark sword point was comparable to the main Settings of a high-grade god.


Ethan’s expression hardened while calmly gathering World Force.


“That isn’t Andersen’s Setting.”


Ethan was a god of the 《Abyss》 who had lived for nearly two thousand years. Ethan had lost Followers too many times to count and endured several crises that threatened even Ethan’s concept. The man’s presence was formidable, but this was not the first time Ethan had seen a Setting with such power.


“Impressive, but it seems to be a Setting that hasn’t been fully refined yet.”


The man did not answer, simply aiming at Ethan as though waiting for something.


Once the villagers had finished evacuating from the temple, the man’s presence surged even higher, as if he had been waiting for exactly that.


He waited for all the Dolls to get out?


An intrigued smile appeared on Ethan’s lips.


Interesting.


Ethan began raising World Force as well.


A terrifying collision of World Pressure, strong enough to shake the foundations of buildings that had stood for centuries. It had been hundreds of years since Ethan had fought such a pure battle of World Force.


“Come.”


If the opponent was serious, it would not hurt to entertain him for a moment. With a Setting like that, Ethan too could answer with World Force alone…


Rumble.


Something was wrong.


A sphere of condensed World Force rotated around the man’s sword edge, where Ethan had expected an immediate Stab.


The spheres increased one by one, as though he were charging World Force.


One shot, two shots, three shots, four shots.


That was still manageable.


But once the charge exceeded five shots, Ethan’s expression changed.


“Wait.”


Six shots.


“I said, wait…”


Seven shots.


Even Ethan would not emerge unharmed from a direct hit by such intensely concentrated World Force. The warning bells ringing in Ethan’s ears and the man’s sword erupting in flames happened almost at once.


The condensed Stab tore through the entire space as it surged forward.


Ethan instinctively called upon the Raven Armor Setting.


「Raven Armor」


The crow circling above Ethan’s head rapidly expanded and covered Ethan’s entire body. Soon, it transformed into a suit of black full-plate armor.


Kwooooooong!


The World Force that carved a path through the ruined sky and twisted the terrain and space itself swept over Ethan’s entire body. How many steps had Ethan staggered back under that pressure?


The World Force, surging like a vast sea, finally ceased.


A cloud of dust billowed up.


Within it stood the man who had split everything from the temple to the village in two.


Just as Ethan was about to speak with mild irritation…


Crack.


With a sound of something breaking, the helmet protecting Ethan’s face split apart. The Raven Armor had failed to withstand the impact.


A gust of wind swept past and stirred Ethan’s hair.


Ethan looked down at the shattered helmet and asked, “What is your name?”


The man replied, “Jaehwan.”


“Jaehwan, written as calamity?”


Ethan murmured that name repeatedly, almost as if committing it to memory.


[Be careful. Ethan rarely asks a Follower’s name.]


Ethan slowly looked up and turned this way.


[The only time that bastard bothers asking someone’s name is when he wants to turn them into one of his Dolls.]


As if to prove Andersen right, Ethan stepped forward and smiled.


“You brought an impressive Vicegerent, Andersen.”


“I’m not a Vicegerent.”


“You’re not a Vicegerent?”


Ethan’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.


“Then what are you?”


Jaehwan thought for a moment.


He was not Andersen’s Vicegerent, and Andersen was not his god.


Then what kind of relationship did they have? The answer came quickly.


“I’m that bastard’s Companion.”


Companion.


It had been a long time since he had spoken that word. He had lost it in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, then forgotten it in 《Chaos》. Even Jaehwan did not know why it had suddenly come to mind.


Yet Ethan’s expression became strange after hearing him.


“Andersen.”


An ominous aura spread across the ground around Ethan, like dark-red veins extending their reach.


“Do you still have any Companions left?”


Ethan spoke through Rachel Young’s face. A cold gleam rose in Ethan’s eyes.


“Didn’t all your Companions die on this ‘battlefield’ five hundred years ago?”


It was impossible to know why Ethan’s attitude had suddenly changed.


What was certain was that Ethan was angry at Jaehwan’s words.


Slash.


Ethan’s hand swept through the air.


Jaehwan lightly swung Dokbul and blocked the attack. Yet the slash his sword failed to stop flew onward and cut through the temple wall.


The main prayer hall collapsed with a thunderous roar. Beyond the wreckage lay a half-destroyed corridor.


A corridor where statues had been displayed.


Ethan looked at the broken statues through the dust.


Justice and the Vicegerent, Illium.


“Every one of your Companions, without a single one left behind.”


Arteina and their Vicegerent, Yuben.


“Died.”


Andersen and her Vicegerent… Rachel Young.


Like a child who had destroyed a carefully built sandcastle, Ethan smiled broadly, face pale, and trampled the statues of those ruined Companions underfoot in contempt.


[That bastard was crazy five hundred years ago, and he’s still crazy now.]


Crazy.


That was certainly how it looked on the surface.


But Jaehwan could tell. This was not madness. Ethan was only pretending to be mad.


The proof was the villagers who had evacuated far away from the temple.


If the villagers were truly nothing but Dolls, this god called Ethan would have left them to whatever fate awaited them. Yet the first thing Ethan did when Jaehwan’s Stab erupted was protect them.


“Making Dolls and forcing them to offer fake prayers will not bring back a vanished world.”


The eyes of the faintly smiling girl.


“These prayers…”


For some reason, Jaehwan thought those eyes were beautiful in that moment.


“Were once all real.”


Perhaps it was because he had seen eyes like theirs long ago.


―Someday, everyone will call it a lie, right?


In his faint memories, there was a woman who had said that.


―The Tower appeared, and humanity faced extinction. Who would believe it? Everything that happened to us.

―It does sound like something straight out of a novel.


Yoonhwan said that to the grumbling woman.


―Still, you’re not the only one who remembers.

―You aren’t going to clear the Tower and then pretend you don’t know me, right?

―You’re not planning to do that to us, are you, Seoyul?


Yoonhwan and Seoyul, who had laughed and chatted like that, had probably forgotten all those memories by now. Jaehwan was the only one who had preserved the memories of the tutorial cultivation intact, because he had reached the end of the Tower.


The days when they climbed the Tower with their lives on the line, fighting to protect the present where everyone had regressed.


Those days had now become something that had never existed in the world.


“You will not understand. It is not something a mere human can understand.”


Just as Jaehwan remembered those days, if Ethan too had been unable to forget that time even after five hundred years had passed…


If that was why Ethan could not leave this world behind…


“But if you truly are Andersen’s Companion, prove it.”


World Pressure unlike anything before crushed the surrounding area.


Jaehwan spoke to Runald, who had remained hidden behind him until now.


“Run.”


If Runald did not run now, there would be no second chance.


Runald’s face had gone pale. He opened his mouth, then bit his lip and nodded.


At nearly the same moment, Andersen shouted.


[Jaehwan! Attack! Right now!]


Jaehwan’s World Stab erupted.


Two shots, three shots, four shots. A continuous barrage of Stabs.


Yet why was that?


His sword did not feel as if it had struck anything at all.


The next moment, darkness engulfed the surroundings as though someone had extinguished the world’s light.


As Doubt and Understanding activated at once and his disrupted senses gradually returned, his body felt heavy, as though he had fallen into ink.


[Damn it.]


Andersen’s voice was grim.


[Their Sanctuary has opened.]


Sanctuary Manifestation. The power that materialized a god’s Worldview and allowed them to wield their true authority.


Jaehwan had already witnessed the Sanctuary of the low-grade god Flaymus on the sixth floor.


That god’s power had certainly been impressive.


But what now unfolded before him…


Was power on an entirely different level.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Graveyard of Crows」


With the sound of wings beating across the world, crows rose all at once.


Black feathers poured down like rain, and Ethan looked this way.


No, that was no longer Ethan.


It was a giant crow.


The sticky ground began swallowing Jaehwan like a swamp. When he struggled to escape, Doll hands emerged from the mire and seized him.


「Save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me」


Dolls wearing crow masks dragged him down as they tried to climb out of the swamp. Their faces were hidden behind masks, but their voices sounded familiar.


「Save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me save me」


One of them sounded like Yoonhwan.


「Don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone don’t go alone」


Another sounded like Seoyul.


There was even a Doll like Cheongheo.


Karlton, Sirwen, Cayman, Mino, and…


The King of Crows spoke.


「Die within the memory you loved most.」


This was different from when he had faced Flaymus’s Sanctuary. Even with Doubt and Understanding activated, it was not easy to interpret.


This was the Sanctuary of a high-grade god. A solid Worldview containing thousands of years.


If he was dragged in like this, he would never rise again.


「Selflessness」


With accelerated perception, the movements around him slowed slightly.


That fleeting moment gave Jaehwan time to think.


Andersen’s voice reached him faintly.


[Damn it, you don’t have any trust left, right? Only a Sanctuary can face another Sanctuary. If I were only in better shape…]


Andersen’s voice was swallowed by the noisy beating of wings.


The world was consuming him.


Jaehwan calmly reflected on Andersen’s words.


Only a Sanctuary could face a Sanctuary.


Those words gave him a hint.


His legs, waist, and finally his chest sank beneath the surface. Jaehwan abandoned resistance and slowly closed his eyes.


「This world is false.」


The moment his head sank into the swamp of crows.


Rumble.


The world’s axis shook with a violent roar.


A strange light flowed from where Jaehwan had disappeared.


The fourth stage of Awakening, 「Hypothesis」.


The giant crow’s eyes trembled faintly.


…How?


Jaehwan did not call this world a Sanctuary. His world was not sacred in the slightest.


Even so, Jaehwan had used Stab in this world.


He had laughed, cried, and talked with people.


He had lost everything.


Jaehwan’s Unique World, forged through the power of Creation.


That world finally revealed itself to the world.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.
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Ethan’s eyes, or rather, the eyes of Rachel Young, whom Ethan had possessed, shook violently.


The Dolls clinging to Jaehwan were not real. They were all illusions created by Ethan’s Sanctuary.


Still, even if they were illusions, destroying something created by a Sanctuary was not easy.


What in the world was this Sanctuary?


Could a world like this even be called a Sanctuary?


“This is not Andersen’s Sanctuary. How did you achieve Sanctuary Manifestation?”


A Sanctuary was power only a god could use.


Yet the human standing before Ethan was not Andersen’s Vicegerent. Nor did Jaehwan seem to be another god’s Vicegerent.


“Does that matter?”


Ethan’s gaze changed at Jaehwan’s indifferent reply.


“It does. If you are the world Andersen chose.”


A Sanctuary was the current world as seen by a god.


In other words, every Sanctuary was influenced by the history and imagination of the god who had lived within it.


With every step Jaehwan took, the world around his footprints changed. Blood-soaked pools multiplied, and graveyards of lion bones rose from within them. The thick fog drifting from the pools obscured the distant view of the Worldview, but if this was what its entrance looked like, there was no need to see any further.


“What a childish imagination, Andersen. Is this all you chose…”


The next moment, Ethan saw a strange sight.


Beyond the fog of Jaehwan’s Unique World, there was something bizarre.


Just as Ethan was about to speak of it, Jaehwan said, “Your Worldview does not look particularly special either.”


Dokbul tore through Ethan’s World Force and surged forward in an instant.


Rachel Young’s fragile neck, inhabited by Ethan, was about to be severed.


“I surrender.”


“…What?”


“I surrender.”


Ethan suddenly raised both hands.


* * *


Jaehwan tied Ethan up with Runald.


“Jaehwan-nim, will this be enough to restrain them?”


Naturally, simply tying up a god like Ethan would not hold them, so they used the help of special Parts.


Ethan had personally told them which Parts to use.


“If you want to restrain me, purchase this.”


+


[World Force Restraints] - 500 trust


+


They looked similar to the restraints worn by prisoners in the Caspion detention center.


“It is a Part that can restrain the target’s World Force with their consent. Of course, that alone will not be enough, so purchase this as well.”


+


[Transport Restraint Chair] - 500 trust


+


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan called Andersen.


[Judging from the descriptions, there is nothing suspicious about either of them. Let us buy them and restrain Ethan.]


There was no other option, so Jaehwan paid the trust with a frown. Then he seated Ethan in the restraint chair and fastened the restraints.


Ethan twisted about a little, testing the restraints and chair’s durability. Soon, a satisfied smile appeared on their face.


“Excellent. As expected of the Parts I made.”


Could Jaehwan not just kill this bastard?


[Endure it. They said they will listen to us, after all. No matter how they look, Ethan is one of the Metaverse Six Gods. Do not underestimate them.]


Ethan’s intentions were impossible to read. What was with the sudden surrender? And why did Ethan ask to be restrained, only to sell them their own Parts? No god in their right mind would come up with something like that.


[They have always been impossible to understand. They were the same five hundred years ago.]


Even so, Andersen’s voice held a subtle warmth.


“Excuse me, Jaehwan-ssi.”


“Are you planning to kill Ethan-nim?”


The villagers had approached Jaehwan without him noticing. Their eyes were too pure to be fake. It was strange. They were Andersen’s former Followers, so why were they defending Ethan?


“Ethan turned you into Dolls. Why are you worried about them?”


“Because Ethan-nim turned us into Dolls.”


It was a strange answer.


“We asked Ethan-nim to do it.”


Hans added quietly, a sorrowful smile on his face.


“We asked Ethan-nim to turn us into Dolls.”


* * *


[They probably did it to keep me alive.]


Five hundred years ago, Andersen had been driven out and forcibly sealed.


[As you know, a god who remains forgotten for too long in the 《Abyss》 disappears.]


The foundation of a god was a concept.


Naturally, concepts forgotten by many people disappeared.


No one knew whether the Dolls’ prayers had worked. Still, Andersen had not disappeared even after the seal was lifted.


Then she finally returned to this Tower.


[The Followers were all afraid of becoming that bastard’s Dolls, but Ethan has never ignored someone’s will and forced Dollification on them.]


Maybe Ethan was not as bad as Jaehwan had thought.


[I said Ethan was crazy. I never said they were bad. To begin with, Ethan only asks Followers on the verge of death whether they want to become Dolls.]


It still made no sense. If that was the case, why had Ethan not explained it from the beginning?


You seemed to be charging in to kill Ethan earlier too.


[They crossed a line when they touched my former Vicegerent.]


What Jaehwan did not understand was why Ethan had not explained that from the beginning.


“Are you giving us a chance to ask now?”


When Jaehwan turned around, Ethan was looking at him with a shrug.


“Well, I am completely restrained now. Ask whatever you want.”


With Ethan acting like that, Jaehwan could not even remember what he had wanted to ask.


When Jaehwan remained silent, Ethan began rambling first.


“You asked about the Dolls earlier. First of all, the Dolls I made…”


“My friend was captured here. I heard they were taken away to become a Doll.”


Ethan abruptly fell silent, then answered with a sharp glare.


“That is common enough. So?”


“I want to find my friend.”


Ethan’s expression grew complicated.


“It is a touching story, but I do not think I have any reason to help you. I do not purchase souls to make Dolls.”


“I heard you are the first Creator of Dolls. You must have connections with the other Creators in the Tower.”


“Well, it is not as if there is no way to look into it. But.”


Ethan studied Jaehwan in silence before speaking.


“Why should I help you?”


“Because you will die if you do not.”


Jaehwan gripped Dokbul’s hilt ominously. Yet Ethan did not seem disturbed in the slightest.


“If you kill me, this Doll will die too. Would your ‘Companion,’ Andersen, truly want that?”


[That fucking bastard, again.]


Just as the enraged Andersen was about to snap back, a Follower screamed.


“Fire!”


Smoke rose from where the Follower pointed.


A moment later, horrified cries came from the villagers.


“Oh my god.”


The fire had broken out in the village warehouse. The villagers rushed over and extinguished it, revealing the desolate interior.


Something was wrong.


“It is gone!”


The Follower of the low-grade god, who had been locked in the warehouse just yesterday, had vanished.


More precisely, they seemed to be dead.


Their soul form had been burned black. It was divine punishment.


Andersen muttered.


[Goddammit, this is…]


Among the traces of the burned soul form was a red brand.


Andersen immediately recognized it.


The Alliance’s Brand.


It was a brand she had seen five hundred years ago as well.


Every village that received that brand had disappeared without a trace.


The Alliance had made its declaration. It would hold this village responsible for the death.


Ethan, who had wheeled themself over in the restraint chair, muttered, “What the hell did you people do in my village?”


* * *


Metaverse Floor 7.


At the center of a room filled with luxurious goods, beneath glittering chandeliers and ornate wallpaper, a magpie-haired Vicegerent lounged on a sofa.


“Damn it, why will a Legendary Skin not drop? Did they secretly patch the rates again?”


+


[Outputting draw results.]


[Bicycle Thief Han Myeongoh Skin (Common)] X 15

[Inciter Inho Cheon Skin (Common)] X 10

[Land Tycoon Pildu Gong Skin (Common)] X 4

[Squid Kim Dokja Skin (Experience)] X 1


+


“What is this? Nothing but Common or growth Sacrifices. Han Myeongoh? Inho Cheon? If I ever get my hands on those bastards, I will kill them.”


He frowned as he flipped through the Skin cards floating in the air. Every failed draw turned a massive amount of trust into dust.


[The God of Shame, ‘Ned,’ says that you seem a little lacking in momentum today.]

[The God of Gambling, ‘Baccarat,’ demands that you top up more trust.]


“Gods, go easy on me. I need to make a living too. I have already blown 50,000 trust today.”


The magpie-haired man was fairly well known on Metaverse Floor 7.


It was not only because of his World Force. He was actually famous for something else.


[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ has wagered 1,000 trust that you will not draw a Legendary Skin today.]


It was gacha draws.


“Just wait. I will draw a Legendary Skin within a week. You know, that new one. Supreme King, Demon King, whatever it was.”


The man’s name was Beris.


The gods of the Abyss called him the God of Gacha.


[Some gods scold you for not even knowing the name of the Skin you are drawing.]

[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ points out that you are half-assing the broadcast again.]

[The God of Madness, ‘Mangya,’ believes you have lost your first resolve.]

[A considerable number of gods demand to know whether you are not drawing with promotional funds anyway.]


“Gods, what is wrong with taking a few promotions? How is anyone supposed to draw a Legendary Skin while sober? I only draw them because the Alliance supports me. Other gods watch my broadcasts for vicarious satisfaction, so it benefits everyone.”


[Some gods are annoyed that you are saying that again.]

[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ says there is someone rising through the ranks just fine as a free-to-play player.]


“Free-to-play? What did you eat? How does anyone climb the Metaverse as free-to-play?”


[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ says that you do not even know ‘Naked Stab.’]


“Naked what? What kind of nonsense is that? Fine, let us say there is a god who climbed up as free-to-play. Do you think they can beat me?”


The man revealed his collection in the air. It was a list of Skins he had collected since the lower floors by pouring in enormous amounts of trust.


[You have currently achieved 75% of the new Skin Collection!]


+


[Office Worker ‘Kim Dokja’ Skin (Magic)]

[Pro Gamer ‘Yu Junghyeok’ Skin (Rare)]

[Spanish Expert ‘Yu Sangah’ Skin (Magic)]

[Novelist ‘Han Suyeong’ Skin (Magic)]

[Armament Lord ‘Pildu Gong’ Skin (Rare)]

[Delusional Demon ‘Kim Namwoon’ Skin (Legendary)]

……


-Skin Collection Completion Effects


Additional Attack Power 285% / Movement Speed 285% / Attack Speed 170% / World Force Recovery Speed increased by 150%……


+


It was an utterly fraudulent collection.


“Come on, there is no god of my rank with higher collection effects than me, right? The Metaverse is a collection battle in the end. The person with the higher collection will have the higher ranking points too.”


[Some gods say that someone has higher ranking points than you without a collection.]

[Some gods say that someone collected more than 100 Goblin Tokens during the first-floor mission.]

[The God of Flash, ‘Rayray,’ says that is the free-to-play player I mentioned.]


“What nonsense is Rayray talking about now?”


Beris quietly gave the God of Flash Rayray a one-day block.


[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ says it is true.]


“Why are you doing this too, Ignis-nim? Say something that makes sense. One hundred Tokens on the first floor would be a new record. How can that be real?”


Then, shortly afterward.


“What? Really? They took out Belkain’s squadron? Who is this?”


[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ has donated 500 trust with a message.]

[‘Please search for Naked Stab.’]


“Thank you for the trust. What the hell is this Naked thing anyway?”


Soon, the mysterious Naked Whatever appeared before Beris.


Beris stared intently at the screen.


“What is this? Is there a Naked Skin?”


Every time the man on the screen used Stab, Vicegerents were sent flying.


What was that? It was clearly Stab. Why were they dying to something like that? Was it a bug? Or…


“Look, gods. There is no way this guy is free-to-play. Every enemy Vicegerent is loaded with Parts, and he sends them away in one hit? Then this guy is at least…”


The more Beris watched, the less he understood.


A human who held only a sword while naked and sent every Vicegerent flying with Stab. No matter how hard Beris thought, he had never heard of a god like that.


“What the hell is this? Why is he naked? Why is he naked?”


Upon closer inspection, Naked Stab’s popularity was currently flooding every Little Brother Hot Clip. It was strange that Beris had not known someone this famous.


A channel called ReneTV was even running a special on Naked Stab.


Beris nervously began biting his fingertip.


Videos of this bastard are getting more views than mine?


That was when his call bell rang.


Beris answered absentmindedly.


“Yes. This is Beris.”


[The God of Flames, ‘Ignis,’ asks how you dare take a call during a broadcast.]


A moment later, Beris’s eyes widened. He casually rotated the call screen to show the caller to the gods watching.


Galateon, leader of Alliance ‘Mogi’.


One of the current Metaverse Six Gods.


The Shining Spear, Galateon.


Messages from the gods poured in.


[The God of Madness, ‘Mangya,’ asks whether Galateon is not one of the Alliance leaders.]

[A considerable number of gods are curious about what is happening.]


“What? The low-grade god Flaymus got taken out? So what? They are just a nobody.”


Beris’s expression changed by the second.


When he finally ended the call, his face was strangely flushed.


“Everyone, now is not the time to talk about that Naked Whatever. I just got my hands on some incredible content.”


[The God of Gambling, ‘Baccarat,’ asks whether it is a new gacha draw.]

[The God of Madness, ‘Mangya,’ wonders what crazy thing you are getting up to this time.]


After reading the messages, Beris grinned as if he found them amusing.


“It looks like the list of the Metaverse Six Gods is about to change.”


* * *


“There are two things you need to know.”


Ethan had been searching for something in the air for quite a while. About an hour later, they finally spoke.


“The Alliance will come down within a week at most. When that happens, this village is finished.”


“I heard you are among the stronger figures in this Tower.”


“I am.”


“Then you can fight and win.”


Ethan frowned at Jaehwan’s shameless words.


“If that were possible, I would have already taken a position in the Alliance. Anyway, leave this village before they come. Unless you all want to die. And there is one more thing.”


Ethan compared several floating screens for a moment, then spoke as if it were nothing.


“You said your friend’s name was Kim Yoonhwan?”


“That is right.”


Ethan grinned.


“I found your friend’s record.”
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Ethan began to speak.


“First of all, it is certain that your friend was moved from the Caspion detention center. It was the only official transaction that took place in the detention center at the time, and since it was a 〈Metaverse〉 case, unless something unusual happened, your friend was likely transferred to this tower.”


Jaehwan had expected that much. What mattered was from here on.


“Is he still alive?”

“Just because someone became a Doll does not mean they are necessarily dead. The Dolls on the upper floors are sometimes turned into Dolls while leaving their souls intact. There are plenty of people on the upper floors with the refined hobby of liking ‘living Dolls.’ The synchronization rate is higher that way too.”

“I asked if he was alive.”

“To give you the conclusion first.”


Ethan turned off the screen and answered.


“It seems your friend has not become a Doll yet. I looked through the list of souls that went through Dollification over the past month, and your friend’s name was not there.”


Jaehwan nodded as if he understood. In any case, this let him breathe a little easier, and it confirmed there was still a chance.

Andersen asked hesitantly.


[But will you be okay?]


‘With what.’


[That friend of yours probably will not remember you.]


Probably not. Yoonhwan would have forgotten his memories from the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


‘It does not matter.’


He had never lived to be remembered by someone. Maybe that had once been true, but it no longer was.

Someone suddenly took his right hand. When he turned, Runald was standing there, looking at him as if pitying him. They said Followers could feel their god’s emotions.


“You and your Follower are very close. Are you leaving right away?”

“There is something I need to do before I go.”

“What is it?”

“I am going to destroy this place. That is the assignment on Floor 6.”


Ethan stared blankly for a moment, then called out to Andersen.


“Andersen.”

“...”

“Hurry and take him out of here. You know better than anyone what the Alliance is like.”

“...”

“Andersen?”

“Andersen can only speak when I allow it.”

“Ah, I see. Because she is not a Vicegerent.”


After thinking it over, Ethan searched through some belongings and pulled something out. It was a baby crow model with a small wind-up key attached to its back.


“It is a Part I made as a test not long ago. I did not put it in the store because it did not seem like anyone would buy it. I will give it to you.”

“What is this?”

“Bring this Part into your Worldview. Then Andersen will not have to borrow your body.”


Jaehwan took the crow from Ethan. The information on the Part rose into view.


+


<Item Information>


Name: Moya Moya Crow

grade: Undetermined

Description: A crow Doll made by the God Without a Vicegerent, ‘Ethan Cart.’

Additional Setting: 「Cuteness」


+


“Strange name.”


Jaehwan stared at the crow suspiciously for a long moment, then turned the key. The crow, filled with his World Force, tilted its head and flew up onto Jaehwan’s head. Then.


[The link is being established.]


Along with the message, a voice flowed out from the crow’s beak.


“Wow! I can finally talk!”


Ethan smiled quietly and raised a hand.


“It has been a long time, Andersen.”


“Ethan.”


At last, the two gods from 500 years ago were meeting again.


* * *


Andersen briefly filled Ethan in on what had happened in the meantime.


“Well, you probably know already, but I nearly vanished. When I woke up from the seal, my World Force was almost gone, all my Followers had died inside the tower... I met that guy right when I was almost dead, and that is how I survived.”


Runald made a V with his fingers.

Andersen kept talking.

From scraping by with Runald for two years, to finding Jaehwan at the new Fishing Spot, to running around with Jaehwan and causing trouble all over the place, and finally making it into 〈Metaverse〉.

After talking for quite a while, Andersen muttered, sounding embarrassed.


“Come to think of it, a lot of strange things have happened since I met Jaehwan.”


“That is enough adventure talk. More importantly, why did the Harvester that came to my village end up like that?”


“Ah, that was me. It messed with my Followers.”


“You are out of your mind.”


“That sounds fresh coming from you.”


“Leave the village. If you stay here, you will die.”


“That will not help even if I leave. One of their lackeys already made it back alive, and I told it to pass along that this body had returned, so they should brace themselves.”


Ethan parted the lips slightly.


“Have you really gone mad.”


“Anyway, that is how it turned out, so you should at least know. And I am going to carry out the assignment, so help me out. This assignment cannot be canceled either.”


Andersen said that while looking at the newly updated assignment screen.


+


<Metaverse Floor 6 - ver.3.12>


Assignment: Destroy the ‘world.’

Time Limit: 14 days


Reward: Floor 7 admission ticket, 10,000 trust ???


* This assignment cannot be canceled.


+


Ethan asked, sounding dumbfounded.


“Your shamelessness is exactly the same as it was 500 years ago. You want me to help destroy this world? Are you seriously saying that?”


At the trace of anger in Ethan’s voice, Andersen brazenly asked back.


“How long are you planning to stay trapped in this world?”


“...”


“I know why you cannot leave this world. And I am grateful that you watched over my dead Vicegerent and Followers so they would not be disgraced. But you know it too. You cannot stay in 500 years ago forever.”


Ethan said nothing.


“Are you really okay with that?”


“It is not too late yet. The Alliance will not track you down anyway, as long as you do not touch 〈Metaverse〉. Give up the assignment and escape from the tower. I will tell you where the Exit Bell is.”


“I said I am not getting off. If I were going to get off here, why would I have come looking for you?”


Andersen spoke while glancing sideways at Jaehwan, who was in a corner training Stab with Runald.


“I am going to climb the tower. I need to help find that guy’s friend, and then...”


“You mean to take revenge.”


“Yes.”


“You have not forgotten how we were defeated, I assume.”


“Of course I remember. I thought back on that day hundreds of times, thousands of times.”


“Then you know well enough. You cannot win. Even if the two of us were together, even if every one of our Companions from 500 years ago came back alive, it would not be enough. No one in this 〈Metaverse〉 can defeat ‘that one’ from the ‘Alliance.’”


It was obvious who Ethan meant.

The strongest among the Metaverse Six Gods. The head of the Alliance’s ‘Oblivion.’

After that god appeared, the seat of the strongest in the Metaverse had never changed even once.


“To face that one is the same as making one of the Seven Divine Thrones your enemy.”


The Seven Divine Thrones. A name feared by every god in the Abyss.


“I do not care.”


“You mean that?”


The Moya Moya Crow looked up at the sky.

As if there were something Andersen was searching for beyond that distant ceiling.


“Rachel and my Followers are definitely dead, right? There is no way to turn a Doll back into a living being again?”


“Not as far as I know.”


After a brief pause, Ethan continued.


“But...”


“If it is 〈Metaverse〉, it might be possible. Right?”


Ethan’s eyes wavered.


“If it is the ‘Driver’ that moves this tower.”


In the Metaverse Passenger Rules, there was a category everyone knew about, but because everyone also knew it was impossible, it had become little more than a dead letter.

<Passenger Rules>, Article 7.


“A passenger who reaches the final floor may make one wish to the ‘Driver,’ the owner of the Metaverse.”


“Andersen.”


“All the deaths here happened inside this place. A paradise for damned gods, a false zone that is neither real nor virtual. If 〈Metaverse〉 can interfere in everything that happened in this zone.”


“You are thinking even the dead might be brought back to life.”


Andersen nodded.

Ethan let out a quiet groan. It was an unrealistic plan, but it was not complete nonsense either.


“This is different from 500 years ago. Right now, you have neither Followers nor Companions by your side.”


“I do have a Companion. And you are here too, Ethan.”


“I.”


Ethan’s lips opened slightly, then closed. The words Ethan swallowed never made it out, circling inside the mouth before sinking back down into Ethan’s world.

Andersen fluttered the wings and gently rose into the air, then looked at Jaehwan and Runald. Andersen’s fairy-tale Worldview shimmered faintly around their feet.

Even after going through such a horrific history, Andersen still looked at the world the same way. A heart that affirmed this world, and never lost that unrealistic faith that something would still change.

Ethan wanted to ask.

How Andersen could still look at the world with eyes like that. How Andersen could keep living while giving meaning to things like that.


“You do not need to be so scared. It might not turn out to be much after all.”


In the distance, Runald could be heard shouting, “Shoo shoo shoo shook, World Stab,” while Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


“There is even someone who dreams of a world far more absurd than ours.”


* * *


The next day, Ethan gathered Andersen, Jaehwan, and Runald together and declared,


“I will help you.”


“That is more like it!”


Andersen cawed happily and flew high into the sky.

But Ethan’s expression was not all that bright.


“It is not because I wanted to. Circumstances simply left no other choice, so do not misunderstand for no reason.”


Ethan opened the screen and showed the others a message.


[〈Metaverse〉 ver.3.12 is hereby declared the property of the ‘Alliance’ as of this moment. Resident passengers are advised to withdraw from the map within 5 days.]


“What the hell is this. They are saying they are going to tear the map down.”


“That is what happened.”


“The Alliance bastards are still acting like thugs.”


“Even after you laid a hand on an Alliance member, they are giving notice before they act, so by old standards that already makes them relatively civilized.”


“What are you going to do?”


Ethan glanced lightly back toward the village. It seemed the villagers already knew what the notice said, because they were more flustered than usual.


“I think the time has finally come. From the start, once I confirmed you were alive, I planned to leave this world and take the Dolls with me.”


“Then you are coming up with us, right?”


Ethan slowly nodded.


“But we cannot clash with the Alliance right now. If we face the Alliance now, we will lose without fail. So before the Alliance arrives, we have to clear the assignment and go up to Floor 7. Then we have a chance.”


“Sounds like you have a plan?”


“There are still gods on Floor 7 who remember you. If we want to fight the Alliance, we must borrow their power.”


The one who cut them off was Jaehwan.


“We can talk about that later. Right now, getting to Floor 7 comes first.”


At Jaehwan’s words, Ethan nodded as well.


“I agree.”

“Then do we just start smashing things now?”


Jaehwan’s sword pointed toward the village.

This time, the assignment on Floor 6 was ‘the destruction of the world.’

As long as this world was not destroyed, they could not go to the next floor.

But Ethan shook the head.


“What exactly do you think ‘destruction’ is?”

“Destruction is...”

“I am not asking for a dictionary definition. Do you think getting rid of a single village would destroy this world?”

“Then I just have to destroy this entire world.”

“And how long do you think that will take?”


Without a word, Jaehwan began charging Stab.

Ethan spoke as if trying to stop him.


“If you are thinking of piercing the ceiling again, it would be better to stop. I am not the only one who can block your Stab. And from these upper floors onward, the structure between floors is stronger, so it cannot be destroyed so easily...”


Jaehwan’s Dokbul unleashed a Stab toward the sky.

With a rumbling roar, thunder crashed.


“It can’t...”


Accompanied by fierce sparks striking overhead, something began to split apart with a cracking sound.


“...be.”


And then the next moment.


[〈Metaverse〉’s restoration ability restores the damaged structure between floors.]


The sky repaired itself in an instant.

Ethan let out a light sigh and said,


“See. I told you it would not work.”


Jaehwan frowned.

Ethan added,


“I know you are strong, but it is difficult to destroy a world with Stab alone. It would be hard even with a much stronger attack. This world was never made to be cleared that way in the first place.”

“Then is there another method?”

“This world was destroyed once before, 500 years ago.”


As Ethan said that, Ethan pointed toward the center of the ruins.

A massive dormant volcano at the center of the map.

It was the volcano that had greeted them on the day they first came over to Floor 6.


“At that time, a meteorite fell into that volcano, and that is how everything began.”


Simply put, if they could make that volcano erupt, they could destroy this world.


“But it has been dormant for so long that making it erupt again will not be easy. At the very least, unless you drop an entire mass of powerful World Force straight into the crater...”


In other words, they needed powerful energy, enough to set off the volcano.

Jaehwan measured his own World Force.

Even at a glance, the volcano was enormous. A few Stabs were not going to bring a dead volcano back to life.

If that was the case, then the answer was.


Rumble.


That was when thunder crashed through the air. Ominous sparks curled across the sky, and unfamiliar Doors appeared in the place where Jaehwan had repeatedly unleashed Stab earlier.

There was not just one or two Doors. Five, ten, twenty...

In an instant, the Vicegerents who crossed through the Doors were looking down at the aboveground while giving off enormous World Pressure.

Jaehwan was seeing them for the first time, but immediately realized who they were.


“How are they here already...”


Even Ethan’s voice, usually calm, was tinged with shock.

Jaehwan, gauging the enemies’ strength through Doubt, said,


“You said it was a meteorite 500 years ago, right.”


At some point, Jaehwan had already gripped Dokbul and quietly aimed at the sky.


“This time, starting by dropping those bastards should work just fine.”
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Jihan, second battalion commander of Alliance ‘Mogi’ and Vicegerent of the God of Whirlwinds ‘Highcircle,’ frowned as he examined the traces left in the sky.


“So there really was a bastard who broke through the ceiling and climbed up.”


A faint crack still lingered between the intermittent sparks. It was unmistakably the trace of that Stab.


“I told you, didn’t I? That bastard would try again. Did you watch the video I uploaded?”

“I did.”


Beris grinned as he switched on the video cam.


Metaverse Version 3.12. Beneath the sky of the old version stretched the desolate stage of the Sixth Floor. Dolls stood scattered here and there, and a tiny village sat alone at the edge of the ruins.


Today’s target was probably there.


[LIVE] Metaverse 3.12VER. Came to throw down with the rumored ‘Naked Stab’!

#500-Year_Revolution #King_of_Crows #Andersen #NakedStab #Naked #Stab #gacha_draw #DemonKingofSalvationSkin


Broadcast begins in 10 minutes.


The gods began connecting as soon as he entered the title.


[A large number of gods are participating in the live broadcast.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ has entered the broadcast.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has entered the broadcast.]

[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ asks if you are not doing gacha draws today.]


“Welcome, gods. Haha, this isn’t a gacha draw broadcast today. If you came in after seeing the title, you already know, but today’s content is...”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ sneers, asking if this is just more content where you bully weaklings anyway.]


“Weaklings? Come on. Our opponent is that very ‘Naked Stab.’ And do you think that bastard is alone?”


Beris launched into the story as if waiting for the opening.


“Gods, you’ve heard of Andersen, right? The calamity from five hundred years ago. The legendary god who sent three of the Metaverse Six Gods, said to be the strongest in the Metaverse, straight to their deaths. And Naked Stab is that god’s Vicegerent. But that’s not all!”


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ asks what else there is.]

[Some gods are confused.]


“There’s a rumor that one of the current Metaverse Six Gods, the ‘King of Crows,’ has joined hands with them. So what, you still don’t get the situation? This vicious terrorist group is plotting to overturn our Metaverse all over again.”


Of course, unlike Beris’s grandiose speech, the Alliance did not view the situation as quite that serious.


The results from the World Force Observatory had confirmed that Andersen had fallen to low-grade, and while Naked Stab was irritating, that bastard was still only a Vicegerent visiting the Metaverse for the first time.


The only enemy worth truly watching was the King of Crows, but the truth was that the last confirmed Combat Power for that current Metaverse Six God had been recorded five hundred years ago.


A god that had been isolated for five hundred years.


There was almost no chance that a god that did not even gather Followers had truly maintained the Combat Power of its prime.


Even so, there was a reason Beris was kicking up such a fuss and inflating the matter like this.


“The Alliance isn’t the sort to just sit back and watch this mess. Shining Spear ‘Galateon,’ the head of Alliance ‘Mogi,’ foresaw this situation in advance and rushed troops to the area where the King of Crows is. In other words, the revolution from five hundred years ago is going to be reenacted today.”


Because it made money.


[Alliance ‘Mogi’ has awarded you 500,000 trust.]


If major content like this went well, the Alliance could make enormous profits through the new passengers flowing in through 《Little Brother》.

In other words, this battle, which looked on the surface like a small-scale reenactment of the Great Revolution, was really nothing more than a sort of large goblin-frying event from the Alliance’s perspective.


Beris had simply been lucky enough to get the broadcasting role on site.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks if you were the ones who threw the first punch, judging from the broadcast.]


“No, gods. You know that too, don’t you? They were the ones who killed our Harvester first. We came here for justified revenge.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ laughs at the idea of justified revenge.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ shakes their head, saying the Alliance is up to something pathetic again.]

[‘Anonymous God58’ says they heard on ReneTV that this Naked Stab is a beginner.]


“A beginner, my ass...”


[‘Anonymous God48’ says the Alliance is picking on a beginner again.]


With public opinion clearly turning sour, Beris smacked his lips and briefly shut off the broadcast feed.


“Hm, the transmission quality’s pretty bad. I’ll turn the screen back on later, gods.”


The gods raised a great clamor, but Beris was not especially worried.

Even the gods who babbled about goblins having rights would be too busy watching goblins get fried once the broadcast started.

That was what gods were like, and 〈Metaverse〉 was a place that existed for the amusement of beings like them.


Naked Stab and the remnants from five hundred years ago would die here today and be recorded as just another piece of content.


One by one, Mogi’s advance force began to arrive nearby.

From Vicegerents of low-grade gods to Followers of high-grade gods, all of them were members of the Alliance.

Beris asked Jihan, who was still observing the crack in the sky,


“Has the Shining Spear still not arrived?”

“The Shining Spear will be joining with the later arrivals. There is a meeting with the other Six Gods.”

“Oho. Even a meeting? I guess the name Andersen really does carry weight.”


Jihan silently nodded.


Andersen, the Naked God.


A being that had been the calamity of 500 years ago in 〈Metaverse〉.

Three of the Metaverse Six Gods, who had been called the strongest at the time, were killed at Andersen’s hand, and the Door to the Tenth Floor guarded by the Alliance had nearly been breached.

Jihan remembered those days as well.


“If Andersen had returned at the height of her power, even all of Mogi wouldn’t be enough.”

“What? That strong?”

“Of course, that was five hundred years ago. There’s no need to worry now. Andersen is only on the level of a low-grade god.”

“And even so, you came with the advance force yourself, despite being Mogi’s second-in-command.”

“Because the King of Crows is in this world.”


The King of Crows.

One of the current Metaverse Six Gods and a legend from five hundred years ago.

Beris smirked as if he understood.


“You mean that god you have deep ties with.”

“......”

“Ah, I didn’t mean it badly. When it comes to that ‘incident,’ everyone envies you.”


Jihan’s presence remained cold, so Beris rubbed his hands together and casually changed the topic.


“By the way, is it really fine for just us to come down like this? The Shining Spear definitely told us to wait.”

“We can handle it ourselves.”

“But didn’t we already announce the date? We said we’d come in five days, and if we show up already...”

“We have justification.”


Jihan’s chilly eyes turned toward the cracked sky. What the Alliance had sent to this world was, strictly speaking, a clearance order.


“We told them to vacate this world. We never told them to destroy it.”


Excitement flushed Beris’s face.

If this went well, today could produce truly major content.


That was when something suddenly flashed through the air.


“Kuaaak!”


It was a scream like a goblin being fried in oil.

When Beris turned, one of the Alliance members who had been standing nearby only moments ago was plunging down to the ground below.


“What?”


Pshussh.


A sharp flash came flying from far away.

At first Beris thought it was an arrow, but it was not. It was World Force honed impossibly thin and sharp.


“It’s him!”


It was a Stab.

In an instant, five or six Vicegerents were struck by the Stab and sent plummeting.


“Naked Stab!”


The place where the village had stood vanished in its entirety, as if someone had stuffed the whole village into a pocket and stolen it away.

When Beris heightened his eyesight, three figures could be seen rapidly pulling away above the place where the village had disappeared.

It seemed the other side had noticed them as well.

Jihan spoke.


“We’re going after them. The later arrivals will be here within ten minutes.”

“Wait. Are we really fine on our own? If even the King of Crows is with them...”

“We prepared for that.”


Jihan pulled a small cube-like object from inside his clothes.


“Today will be the crow’s last day.”


* * *


“We’ve been spotted. They’re coming.”


Ethan spoke after checking the enemy’s movements from afar through the crows.


“What an absurd bastard. To think that bastard actually planned to carry out a strategy like this.”

“What about the villagers?”

“I put them in my ‘Worldview.’”


Ethan patted their pocket.

From the look of it, Ethan had folded the entire village up and tucked it away somewhere.

Jaehwan nodded.

That eliminated the risk of the Dolls being taken hostage. Which meant only one thing remained.


“We run straight to the volcano.”


Their plan was simple.

Jaehwan’s Task was to destroy this ‘world.’

And to destroy this world, they had no choice but to make the distant volcano erupt.

Those bastards gliding down through the air were all Sacrifices for that volcanic eruption.


“Pick up the pace! Everyone on that side is armed with Skins, so they’re insanely fast!”


At Andersen’s signal, Jaehwan turned back and unleashed a rapid barrage of Stabs. Several Alliance members struck by the Stabs were blown away with screams.

Ethan warned,


“Don’t take too many out. We won’t have enough to drop into the volcano.”


Their goal was, in the end, to use the enemies’ World Force to make the volcano erupt. They needed to lure as many enemies as possible toward the volcano.


“I don’t think we need to worry. There are swarms of them coming. Damn it.”


Doors were opening continuously in the distant sky.

It seemed the Alliance was serious.


“That’s way too many for people who supposedly came just to catch me.”


For now, the main force was still made up of small fry, but with a unit that size mobilized, there was more than enough chance that the Alliance’s highest-ranking divinities would descend as well.


“Be careful, Ethan. This won’t be easy.”


Ethan was about to answer without thinking, then glanced at Andersen for a moment.


“You too.”


Jaehwan stared quietly at Ethan, who had muttered the words under their breath.

Ethan frowned.


“What are you staring at?”


Jaehwan did not answer and kept repeating Stab. The number of enemies covering the sky was rising rapidly.

Before long, the distance between them and the enemy had closed to almost nothing.

Knocking aside the arrows that came flying over now and then, Ethan shouted,


“That way!”


Ethan wrapped Andersen’s crow Doll in their arms, and Jaehwan hoisted Runald onto Jaehwan’s back.

The two started their dash up the volcano at the same time. When they raced all the way to the summit at tremendous speed, they saw a crater with dried volcanic ash crusted over it.

Its scale was immense even at a glance.

If a volcano this large erupted, wiping out this world certainly did not seem impossible.

Ethan poured their World Force into the surface of the crater. At once, the mouth of the crater cracked open, and the heat of churning lava began rising faintly.

Ethan said,


“We’re starting.”


The enemies at close range began diving down through the air.


“That’s Naked Stab!”


The Alliance members who spotted Jaehwan all activated their Settings at once and launched their attacks.


「Avenger’s Strike」

「Penitent’s Crescent Slash」

「Soul-Summoning Third Sword」


All manner of Settings poured toward Jaehwan at once.

Of course, Jaehwan’s counterattack was only one thing.


Stab.


Under the hail of Stabs that shredded the air, the Alliance’s Vicegerents screamed as they fell into the crater. The fallen Vicegerents quickly melted into the lava and exploded along with their World Force.


Kugugugugu.


“It’s working.”


Then Ethan spread both hands wide.

Pitch-black World Force flowed from Ethan’s hands, then changed into a flock of crows. The crows, scattering on the wind like volcanic ash, formed ranks and flew into the sky all at once.


Control-type Setting, 「Crow Bomb」.


“Kkeuaaaak!”


The Vicegerents struck hard by the explosions of the crows clinging to them fell helplessly into the crater.


Kugugugugu.


The volcano moved once more.

This was going smoothly. At this rate, it would take no time at all to make the volcano erupt.

That was when powerful World Force was felt from the sky.


A Crimson Flame Blade came slashing in with ferocious force.

Jaehwan avoided the incoming blade and stabbed forward with his sword.


「World Stab」


The moment the sword shot forward, Jaehwan knew. This enemy would not go down in one strike.

Jaehwan did not hesitate.

Two in succession, then three, then four.

With a thunderous roar, an air-ripping shriek rang out as half the sky tore apart.

The figure that emerged from the storm was


“M-Mad, you crazy bastard, my Skin!”


It was ‘Crimson Flame Blade Beris.’


Beris, who had equipped the brand-new Skin ‘Pro Gamer Yu Junghyeok,’ tore off the Skin now reduced to rags and equipped a new one.


“A free-to-play bastard like you... I’ll kill you!”


Crimson Flame Blade Beris.

Currently ranked sixteenth in 〈Metaverse〉, and the God of Gacha.


“Skin On.”


With gaudy brilliance, the Legendary Skin Beris had most recently drawn clung to Beris’s body.


“That’s...!”


Runald cried out with his mouth hanging open.

Beris laughed.


“So the brat recognizes this.”


There was no way Runald would fail to recognize it. Because it was the Skin Runald had wanted most of all.


〈Star Stream〉 Collaboration.

Legendary Skin, 「Demon King of Salvation Kim Dokja」.


Runald, eyes brimming with tears, looked up at Jaehwan and said,


“That Skin has been sullied now.”


Beris roared in fury and exploded with World Force as Beris activated Beris’s Setting.


Enhancement-type Setting, 「Crimson Flame Blade」


Almost at the same time, Jaehwan shot into the air and stabbed forward with his sword.


「World Stab」, five consecutive strikes.


It was the moment the god with more Skins than anyone else in this 〈Metaverse〉 clashed with the god whose only Skin was nakedness.
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“Graaah!”


Beris’s World Force billowed up, igniting as scorching flames gathered around his blade.


It was not as powerful as Ignis’s 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」, the Abyss Representative Setting, but his 「Crimson Flame Blade」 was still a formidable Setting within 〈Metaverse〉.


A 「Crimson Flame Blade」 filled with World Force to its limit could split a mid-grade god’s Vicegerent in two with a single blow.


Ten such blades rushed at Jaehwan simultaneously.


“Die, naked freak!”


Clang, clang.


Like someone throwing rings, the daggers Beris had hurled pierced into Jaehwan’s Dokbul.


“What the...”


Jaehwan’s expressionless face remained unchanged as he stabbed at Beris.


Beris was startled for a moment, then shouted with a smug look on his face.


“Useless! This is a Legendary Skin! Its defense is on a completely different level!”


Beris casually swept his coat aside to block Jaehwan’s attack.


“Gaaah!”


Beris staggered backward, silver light pouring from his pierced side.


How was this possible?


He could not understand it. New Legendary Skins always boasted the best performance among Skins of their era.


So why?


Beris quickly checked the Skin’s description.


[Its durability is extremely low. Exercise caution when equipping it.]


“You fucking bastards!”


Still, it was a Legendary Skin. There had to be some special effect.


[This Skin contains an embedded special Setting.]


“Just as I thought!”


+


Supplementary Setting: 「Salvation」

Description: ???


+


Was the instruction manual defective?


Then another message appeared before Beris’s eyes.


[This Skin has one additional hidden Setting. Would you like to check it?]


“Oh, right! That makes sense!”


Beris leaped back and quickly checked the Setting.


+


Supplementary Setting: 「Growing Stronger Through Death」

Description: Each time you die while wearing this Skin, you grow stronger.


+


A Setting like that?


Even in 〈Metaverse〉, it was practically a cheat item.


If the description was accurate, he could become infinitely stronger by dying...


+


* However, this Skin does not guarantee your resurrection. Resurrect yourself.


+


No, wait. Then...


“Time out! Wait! Guh!”


Beris shouted as silver light streamed from the wounds in his thigh and shoulder.


“Activate the Skin’s embedded Setting!”


At this point, he had no choice but to activate the other embedded Setting.


The mysterious Setting filled entirely with question marks.


Beris stretched out his hand toward Jaehwan and shouted.


“Salvation!”


Jaehwan’s body twitched briefly.


Beris’s face brightened.


As expected of a Legendary Skin. Had it worked?


Jaehwan stared at Beris for a moment, then began approaching again.


“Salvation! Salvation!”


Beris’s entire body was riddled with Stabs.


“Gaaah! Salvation! Gaaah!”


Watching from afar, Ethan clicked his tongue and muttered.


“The Alliance has fallen quite far.”


While Beris dealt with Jaehwan, the remaining Alliance members began closing in around Ethan. Ethan did not panic in the slightest, instead controlling his flock of crows to neutralize them. The Alliance members were overwhelmed in an instant and fell into the crater.


How many more had fallen?


[The ‘volcano’ has begun to stir.]


At last, a message appeared.


[Charge rate until the ‘volcano’ erupts: 54%.]


That was when a remarkable Vicegerent appeared.


While everyone else was helplessly overwhelmed by Ethan’s flock of crows, only one Vicegerent evaded them with light, nimble movements. More precisely, the flock seemed to slow noticeably whenever it came before him.


The Vicegerent greeted Ethan with a relaxed expression.


“Ethan, it has been a long time.”


“You.”


It was Jihan, the second-in-command of Alliance ‘Mogi’.


Ethan looked at Jihan’s face and spoke.


“I did not expect the Alliance to send you. Was this ‘Shining Spear’s’ order?”


“No. I came of my own accord. To settle the past.”


Ethan looked at Jihan with eyes steeped in the weight of long years.


Jihan, too, watched Ethan with strange emotions flickering in his eyes.


“You are still making Dolls these days.”


It almost sounded as though hallucinated voices echoed through the cawing of crows.


「“God, God! Let’s go over there this time!”」

「“Can gods and Followers truly become equals?”」


There had once been a time when Ethan had a Vicegerent too.


It was already more than five hundred years ago.


Ethan forced those memories away and answered.


“It seems the Alliance treats you quite well.”


“The Doll-making method I learned from you proved useful.”


“And your new god?”


“Highcircle is a concept god without a personality. Highcircle only supplies World Force. It is the perfect god for me.”


A concept god without a personality.


Ethan smiled bitterly.


It was a fitting god for Jihan, who had betrayed him and joined the Alliance.


“Seeing how weak you have become, I am glad I changed gods.”


At the same time, Ethan manifested his Worldview.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Graveyard of Crows」.


As Ethan’s world opened, the scenery around them began to change.


A sticky swamp. The cawing of crows coming from every direction.


Dolls wearing crow costumes emerged from the swamp and stared at Jihan.


“Your Sanctuary is unstable. It looks like the number of crows has decreased considerably too.”


“You still do not understand my Worldview.”


Perhaps because he had manifested the Sanctuary in haste, the wreckage of the ruined village floated atop the swamp. Among the debris were statues of heroes from five hundred years ago that had stood in the village shrine.


Jihan looked down at the inscription on one fragment of a statue.


Ethan Cart, God Without a Vicegerent.


Jihan smiled faintly.


“I understand it well enough. If you manifested your Sanctuary at full strength, there would be almost no god in the Metaverse capable of facing you.”


Jihan kicked the statue aside and continued.


“But no one would ever choose to face you head-on.”


Jihan took a cube from inside his clothes.


Beris’s booming shout rang out from the air.


“Hurry up! Damn it! I think this Skin might be defective!”


Beris, whose coat and clothes had been shredded by Jaehwan’s Stabs, was screaming.


Jaehwan’s attacks were growing increasingly fierce. World Force gathered around his black sword. Even at a glance, it was an alarming level of World Pressure.


Jihan nodded.


The cube opening and Ethan turning back to shout happened at the same time.


“Everyone, get away!”


The instant dazzling light burst from the cube, Jaehwan’s Stab ignited.


Yet the force of attraction coming from the cube swallowed Jaehwan’s Stab, then began pulling in Jaehwan himself.


Ethan reached out to save Jaehwan, only to be caught in the storm of attraction as well.


Runald screamed both their names until he was hoarse.


A moment later, when the storm of light vanished, Jaehwan and Ethan were nowhere to be seen.


Jihan let out a breath and tightly locked the cube. Beris, now in tatters, descended beside him.


“Damn it, it is a Legendary Skin, but its durability is like a paper doll’s! Ahem, how did the operation go?”


“It succeeded.”


“Keh. That Part really is as impressive as the rumors say.”


Jihan looked down at the cube in his hand.


This cube was called the ‘Time Cube’.


It was the Part they had used even when subduing Andersen five hundred years ago.


“They said it could even seal a Metaverse Six Gods-class being. It truly is impressive...”


Thud.


A powerful tremor rang out from inside the cube.


Thud. Thud.


Terrifying vibrations passed from within the cube to the outside, as though something heavy and blunt was striking its inner walls.


Thud. Thud. Thud.


Perhaps it was only his imagination, but he thought he heard a cracking sound as well.


Beris’s expression changed as he asked.


“It can even seal one of the Metaverse Six Gods, right?”


“It can, but...”


That sealing stone was already shaking?


“It does not seem like it will last as long as expected. We should finish this quickly.”


Jihan looked at Runald and Andersen, who were slowly backing toward the crater.


Beris asked, “What will we do with that god, Andersen?”


“Neutralize Andersen and retrieve her. The Alliance’s high-grade gods will likely attempt God Devouring.”


God Devouring.


Beris smacked his lips and asked.


“What about the kid?”


“Kill him and turn him into a Doll.”


“Understood.”


Beris grinned as he approached them.


“You were going on earlier about how that Skin had gotten dirty, right?”


Beris threw off the ‘Demon King of Salvation’ Skin, then equipped a new Skin.


Legendary Skin, 「Delusional Demon Kim Namwoon」.


A knife granted by the Skin’s special effect appeared in Beris’s hand.


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ finds the new Skin interesting.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ points at them, calling them cowards.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ threatens to unsubscribe if they kill that kid.]


The gods’ messages echoed through the air.


Since when had the broadcast been on? He had definitely turned it off earlier because the response was poor.


Well, perhaps this was better.


“Groups of terrorists like this need to be dealt with early. Please subscribe, like, and turn on notifications. Here we go.”


―Runald, run.


Andersen fluttered her wings and stood before Runald.


Yet even Andersen could not fight the enemies while possessing nothing more than a crow Doll.


―Hurry! We only need to hold out a little longer. Parts like that do not last very long!


Andersen’s Moya Moya Crow Doll charged at Beris.


With a wet smack, Andersen was flung aside.


“Andersen-nim!”


There was nowhere to run.


They were inside a volcanic crater. Alliance members had already blocked the only exit.


Runald drew the sword at his waist. It was the sword Hans, the kind villager, had given him.


Beris laughed.


“Look at this. What could a kid possibly learn growing up in a terrorist group like this?”


Runald knew this might be the end for him.


His life had been short. Still, it had not been a bad life.


Was his god alive? Would this prayer reach his god?


He did not know.


Perhaps Runald’s prayer was as meaningless as the prayers of dead Dolls.


Jaehwan-nim.


That was why Runald did not know.


In this crater filled with enemies, there was one god who could hear his prayer.


With a soft whirring sound, a drone broadcast the scene.


It was Rene’s relay drone.


* * *


―[LIVE] Naked Stab in Grave Danger!


Rene’s live broadcast had already surpassed fifty thousand gods watching.


Rene, who was relaying the situation through the drone, made a fuss.


“Those cowardly bastards! How can they use a sealing stone? Right?”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ agrees!]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ points at the Alliance.]

[Many gods agree!]


“Still, that will not keep them sealed for over ten minutes. Parts like that have an incredibly short activation time.”


[Some gods curse at the Alliance.]


“More importantly, gods! Our adorable Runald is under attack!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says they just started their car, but it will take at least half a day.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ says they want to go at the speed of light, but their Vicegerent is asleep right now.]


At least those replies were comparatively reasonable.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ says that all beings die someday.]

[‘Anonymous God 94’ says to hurry past the boring part because they want to watch the fighting.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ asks what the big deal is about one little kid dying.]

[Many gods agree with ‘Anonymous God 88’.]


“What do you mean, one little kid? Gods, please do not...”


[‘Anonymous God 94’ has left the broadcast.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ has left the broadcast.]


...


Rene bit her lip tightly.


“Oh, really?”


This was the reality of 《Little Brother》.


On the surface, they went on about it being a public forum for gods challenging 〈Big Brother〉, a collective intelligence platform of the 《Abyss》 that could stand against the Seven Divine Thrones, but it was all empty talk...


Should she step in herself?


She intended to if necessary.


She had promised the Attendant not to intervene if possible, but she could not lose Jaehwan’s Allies here.


Rene had just jumped to her feet when...


[... asks where that place is.]


There was a god who could help them.


“Finally, someone is going to help! Ah, this place is...”


Rene began eagerly explaining, then stopped.


Wait. That god just now.


Rene flinched and checked the god’s ID again.


“Huh?”


It was not a god.


[‘SirwenTV’ asks where that place is.]
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SirwenTV?


Rene rubbed her eyes several times. Even after looking again, she had not seen it wrong. As far as she knew, there was only one being on 《Little Brother》 who used that account name.


Rene, who had been staring blankly, asked again.


“Um, this isn’t someone impersonating you, right?”


* * *


Fifth Site, Ragnarok.


Sirwen had one foot propped up on the dashboard as she leisurely watched the sunset over the 《Abyss》 beyond the airship.


Karlton had moved his lips soundlessly for quite a while as he watched her, but eventually spoke.


“According to Article 8, Clause 4 of the Airship Management Act, placing one’s foot on the dashboard during departure is...”

“When is the old man coming back?”

“He left less than twenty minutes ago, so it will likely take a little longer.”

“Tell him to hurry back. If we stay here too long, the high-grade gods will find us.”


Sirwen shrugged and put both feet on the dashboard. Karlton sighed and shook his head.


Opening 《Little Brother》, Sirwen checked the recent news.


Two years had passed since they came to the 《Abyss》.


The days had flown by. They had been chased by the retainers of the Seven Divine Thrones and discovered Treasures hidden throughout the 《Abyss》.


During that time, they built the airship Destruction. And now...


―Wanted pirate list for the airship ‘Destruction’ has been released.

―The commander of the airship ‘Destruction’ has been revealed to be the 《Little Brother》 influencer ‘Sirwen’...


They had become pirates.


Grumbling, Sirwen rapidly scrolled through her messages on 《Little Brother》. She had been too busy to log in for a while, and a mountain of messages had piled up.


Karlton asked, “You do not seem to be active as a broadcaster these days.”


“How am I supposed to upload videos while we’re on the run? What if they trace us through them?”


“You do not watch many other people’s videos either.”


“To be honest, I got a little sick of it. Everything they upload is the same.”


Sirwen began sorting through her accumulated messages. There were messages asking how she was doing, threats, headhunting offers, and more. Grinning, Sirwen deleted them one by one with a deliberately solemn expression.


This damn popularity was exhausting.


Feeling better, Sirwen clicked on the popular clips for the first time in a while. She wanted to see what kind of videos were popular these days.


Then she froze.


“Doesn’t this kid sound like they’re copying the way I talk?”


“Is that so?”


“No, look. It’s way too similar. Even the hairstyle and clothes are similar.”


“I cannot say for certain, but are there not many people like that?”


“Forget it. I shouldn’t watch broadcasts either.”


“No, there are channels such as ‘Shushu’s Edict Research Lab’ and ‘The Man Who Earns You trust’...”


Ignoring Karlton, Sirwen diligently hit dislike on every video she did not like. Her finger stopped after she found one particular video.


―What would happen if someone used Stab every day for 2,000 years without missing a single day? [HOT!]


Sirwen snorted.


How could anyone use Stab for two thousand years?


Still, the moment she absentmindedly clicked on the video, Sirwen’s expression changed.


A video of a man repeatedly using Stab toward empty air. His face had been mosaicked and was impossible to recognize, but his build and posture were far too familiar.


“Huh?”


Sitting up straighter, Sirwen entered the channel that had uploaded the video.


ReneTV.


She could not stop herself from imagining it, even while thinking it could not possibly be true.


As it happened, the channel was live.


―[LIVE] Naked Stab’s Great Crisis!


Sirwen clicked the video.


―Boom boom boom boom boom!

―Die, Naked Stab!

―Boom boom boom boom boom!

―Aaargh!


Perhaps there was some sort of channel interference, because the man’s face was difficult to see.


Still, there was no doubt.


“Sirwen-nim.”


“Karlton.”


They did not need to look at one another.


They were thinking the same thing.


“Right?”


“I am certain.”


“So that is...”


“Aaargh! Jaehwan! That bastard Jaehwan!”


When had he returned? Cheongheo rushed in and shook Sirwen by the shoulders, pointing at the screen.


“Where is that? Huh? Where is that, girl?”


“Hold on. I’m checking the broadcast location.”


“Still, Fortress Lord-nim has not changed at all.”


A chorus of screams continued from the screen. The Followers of high-grade gods struck by Jaehwan’s Stab were all becoming wandering spirits.


They did not know what had happened to him in the meantime, but it looked as if he had not been in the Abyss for long.


Yet he was already waging war against a massive Alliance.


He really was the same human who had become Gorgon’s Fortress Lord only days after arriving in 《Chaos》.


“That’s it! Well done, you bastard Jaehwan! The slashing you learned from me has really improved!”


“What are you talking about? All he’s doing is using Stab.”


“It is a Stab containing the mysteries of slashing!”


Sirwen and Cheongheo had been bickering when their expressions hardened.


“W-What is that?”


“Damn it. Why do those bastards have that?”


Jaehwan, who had continued his Stab amid brilliant rays of light, was sucked into a small cube. The tide of battle reversed in an instant.


Rene’s frantic voice rang out.


―Gods! At this rate, our cute Runald is going to get hurt! Is there anyone who can help?


Cheongheo said, “Quickly, let’s go there, girl. We have to go!”


“I’m already looking into it.”


After checking the target location on the navigation system, Sirwen spoke.


“Metaverse Floor 6 in Caspion?”


“It is far too distant from here.”


“Even if we risk being discovered by the high-grade gods, it will take at least fifteen days.”


“Damn it. Can’t we get there faster?”


“We can cut a day or two at most, but no more than that.”


In other words, there was nothing they could do for Jaehwan right now.


“Damn it. We finally found him.”


Two years.


For two whole years, they had searched for that man.


They had stolen the Treasures of the Seven Divine Thrones and built the airship Destruction for one reason only, to find Jaehwan. The more famous they became in the 《Abyss》, the better their chances of finding him.


And now what was this?


Jaehwan, whom they had finally found, was in danger, yet there was nothing they could do.


Cheongheo stared at the screen with a grave expression before opening his mouth.


“Did you say that place was 〈Metaverse〉?”


“Yeah. Why?”


Cheongheo hesitated for a long time, then spoke carefully.


“There is one place that could help Jaehwan.”


“What? Where?”


They were pirates who had stolen the Treasures of the Seven Divine Thrones, an Abyss Expedition that had killed a Lord and left Chaos. There could not be any group anywhere on this 《Tree of Illusion》 willing to help them.


“Wait, don’t tell me.”


Sirwen’s expression changed. Cheongheo pulled something from his robe.


It was a coin engraved with a cracked scale weight.


“I do not want to do this, but we have no choice.”


* * *


Runald’s steps stopped with a soft tap.


There was nowhere left to retreat. Behind him stood a dead-end wall, beside him was a crater boiling with lava, and before him approached Beris in a terrifying Skin.


“Ah, gods. This isn’t picking on a child. Besides, despite how he looks, who knows how old he really is?”


He had to fight.


Runald immediately gripped his sword and charged.


The enemy was letting his guard down because Runald was a child. If so, this might be his only chance.


Clack.


The attack was caught far too easily.


Beris tightly gripped the blade with his fingerless-gloved hand.


“Well, look at that.”


When Beris lifted it, Runald’s small body rose with it.


The difference in their abilities was overwhelming.


Beris smiled at Runald, who dangled in the air.


“Even little brats are looking down on me now.”


Thud.


A lightly swung fist forced the air from Runald’s lungs. His entire body trembled violently. Only then did he feel the World Force Beris was giving off.


The shadow of an enormous Sanctuary spread behind Beris.


Jaehwan had been fighting beings like this.


“Do you not know who I am?”


Runald knew. Even if he had not wanted to, he knew now.


The gods’ messages rang incessantly in his ears.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ says they are tired of this and tells him to wrap it up quickly.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ calls for the defeat of the terrorist organization.]

[‘Anonymous God 414’ chants Beris’s name.]


Currently ranked 16th in the Metaverse.


The person with the most new Skins in 〈Metaverse〉.


Beris of the Crimson Flame Blade.


With a desperate struggle, Runald escaped Beris’s grasp. He wiped away the silver blood dripping from him and readied himself again.


If only he had trained harder. If only he had learned more.


Would he have avoided ending up like this?


Regret was useless.


All he could do was his best in this moment.


He could not bring disgrace upon his god.


“You should have picked a better god, kid.”


Flames sparked in Runald’s eyes at Beris’s pitying words.


World Force began to flow steadily through Runald’s entire body.


He knew he was weak. He had been weak in his hometown and in the Tower of Nightmares.


But his weakness did not mean his god was weak.


As Beris’s Crimson Flame Blade descended, Runald thought of his god.


A man who knew nothing but Stab. A man who used Stab whether he was awake or asleep. A man who looked up at the sky whenever he was not using Stab.


Runald wanted to become like him.


That was why he used Stab.


The days he had followed his god’s training method had been short, but when his god used Stab, he used Stab. When his god looked at the sky, he looked at the sky too.


“You have talent.”


Once again, he recalled that Stab.


A sacred Stab that showed not even an inch of opening. An unyielding straight line. The one technique created by whittling away at years no one ever recognized.


「Light Stab」


As if by magic, Runald’s sword drew a line.


A silver flash sprang lightly into the air.


“Gah! You bastard!”


Runald blankly looked down at his hand.


Beris was glaring at him as he covered the wound on the back of his hand.


The Stab had worked.


His breath caught in his throat, and his vision swam. He had only managed one proper Stab, yet it felt as if half his World Force had been drained away.


Enraged, Beris charged at the staggering Runald.


This time, Runald knew he could not evade it.


“I’ll split you in half, you reactionary brat.”


That was when lightning struck from the sky above the crater.


Beris’s incoming Crimson Flame Blade flew through the air with a heavy crash.


“What...?”


Multicolored blocks spinning in midair were pouring out World Force and deflecting every one of his blades.


Beris quickly stepped back twice and looked up.


There was a ‘Door’ they had not opened.


Judging by the form of the ‘Door’ and the Penalty Sparks, it was undoubtedly a ranker from the upper floors, like them.


An Alliance member?


But Beris had never heard of an Alliance member like that.


“‘Reactionary brat’?”


Brilliant yellow World Force spread outward.


At its center stood a child around Runald’s age.


A cap pulled low over their face, headphones around their neck, and a baseball jacket casually thrown on.


Beris’s expression changed.


“An Alliance member?”


“Who are you!”


The Alliance members who still had not grasped the situation shouted.


But Beris knew exactly who the ranker before him was.


Alongside Naked Stab, this ranker was one of the most famous figures in the Metaverse.


“My god, it’s Jin Eunsae!”


“Y-You? Why are you here?”


The Alliance members stirred after recognizing the ranker.


Jin Eunsae pulled their cap down further, as though annoyed.


“Why? I can’t come? You came too.”


There were passengers considered among the strongest in 〈Metaverse〉, but few possessed rankings as dazzling as Jin Eunsae’s.


Jin Eunsae.


Currently ranked 9th in the Metaverse.

4th in Floor 1’s all-time score record.

1st in Floor 5’s all-time damage ranking.

1st in Floor 6’s all-time score record.

Fastest all-time clear of Floor 7.

...


Jin Eunsae looked at Runald.


“You’re that man’s Follower, right?”


Jin Eunsae’s achievements were adorned with dazzling numbers.


But those numbers were not why the passengers here feared Jin Eunsae.


Jin Eunsae’s record could be condensed into a single description.


The Tree of Illusion’s largest and worst terrorist organization.


“I came to save you.”


Jin Eunsae was part of 「Rupture」.
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Runald looked at Jin Eunsae’s back as they stood before him.


They were small. No matter how he looked at them, they did not seem any older than him. Yet every passenger Jin Eunsae looked at flinched in fear.


“But that ‘naked mister’ isn’t here?”


Jin Eunsae’s gaze eventually fell on Beris and Jihan, the two strongest passengers in the Alliance’s current advance force.


Jihan quickly hid the Cube inside their clothes, but they could not escape Jin Eunsae’s notice.


“Ah, there it is. The Alliance is pretty impressive, developing a Part that can imprison an Awakened One. You’ve made this easier for me.”


As if warming up, Jin Eunsae began kicking their heels back.


“They’re coming!”


At the Alliance members’ shout, Jin Eunsae vanished from sight.


“They aren’t commander-class. They’re just an ordinary member! Get them!”


“You can tell? Impressive.”


Jin Eunsae grinned.


“But you see, our 「Rupture」 is different.”


The arm of the passenger who had just shouted flew through the air. A Vicegerent’s head followed amid a horrible scream.


Everyone froze at the sight. In the midst of it, Jin Eunsae spoke in an unreal voice.


“Every single one of us is an Awakened One.”


Runald stared blankly.


He had heard plenty of rumors about 「Rupture」. A terrorist organization made entirely of the rare Awakened Ones in this 《Tree of Illusion》.


Jaehwan was an Awakened One too. Yet Runald had already become so absorbed in Jaehwan’s Worldview that he could not objectively judge Jaehwan’s strength.


How strong was an Awakened One?


“Arghhh!”


Awakened Ones.


Enemies of Lords, heretics of the 《Tree of Illusion》 hated by gods.


“Catch them!”

“Fall back! Agh!”


Only now was Runald experiencing an Awakened One’s strength firsthand, as he watched someone his own age fight.


Strong.


Runald’s hair stood on end throughout Jin Eunsae’s battle.


The weight behind each attack. Speed on an entirely different level. Their basic abilities were naturally higher than those of other Followers, but what amazed him most was how smoothly they fought.


“My arm! My arm!”


Their movements belonged to no standard created by this world. They were utterly beyond common sense.


By the time half the Alliance members had been killed in an instant, Beris, who had been watching the situation until then, stepped forward. His expression, relaxed even while fighting Runald, was now grim.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ is confused.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says they never thought they would be rooting for 「Rupture」.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ glares at Jin Eunsae.]

[‘Anonymous God 94’ points at 「Rupture」.]

[Many gods express their hatred for 「Rupture」.]


“Gods! Today, I will avenge your grudges!”


Many gods bore grudges against 「Rupture」.


Beris had finally found a proper chance to put on a show. He drew up World Force throughout his body and charged.


The moment dozens of Crimson Flame Blades rushed toward Jin Eunsae, the blocks circling them changed shape.


“Eunsae Blocks First Form, 「Nodding Roly-Poly」.”


Two roly-polies shaped like nodding sleepers swayed from side to side, deflecting every incoming blade.


“What kind of toy technique is that?”


Beris cursed and recalled his blades. His Crimson Flame Blades struck again with even greater ferocity, but Jin Eunsae’s defense was solid.


There was a seven-rank difference between Beris and Jin Eunsae in the Metaverse rankings.


This had never been a fair fight.


“Eunsae Blocks Second Form, 「Squeaky Hammer」.”


The spinning blocks gathered together, instantly forming a massive squeaky hammer.


Beris’s eyes widened.


Boom!


The hammer struck with a thunderous crash. Beris was battered all over and sent flying into the crater wall, spitting silver blood.


“Argh! Jihan! What are you doing?!”


Only then did Jihan, who had been watching the situation, intervene. With a light swirl, Jihan’s silver staff blocked Jin Eunsae’s blocks.


“That is far enough, Rupture. This is not your business.”


A flicker of interest crossed Jin Eunsae’s eyes.


Jihan, second-in-command of ‘Mogi’ and Vicegerent of the God of Whirlwinds.


Jin Eunsae had heard of them.


“Sorry, but we were asked for a favor too.”

“Are you willing to become enemies of the Alliance?”


With a booming crack, Jin Eunsae’s World Force knocked Jihan away. Jihan frowned at the light impact and stepped back.


Jin Eunsae’s momentum was becoming fiercer.


“The Metaverse’s little ‘Alliance’ is threatening 「Rupture」?”


Jihan groaned and raised their World Force in response.


Even with their synchronization rate with their god pushed to its limit, Jin Eunsae’s pressure was difficult to withstand.


“Us, 「Rupture」, feared even by the Twelve Great Lords and the Seven Divine Thrones?”


No matter how powerful the Alliance was, that power only mattered within the 〈Metaverse〉.


“The Alliance may not be able to deal with Rupture as a whole, but a single member is another matter.”


A whirlwind of World Force erupted from Jihan’s staff and targeted Jin Eunsae’s side.


It was a straightforward but powerful strike.


Jin Eunsae deflected the whirlwind, and their expression changed.


The World Force was one thing, but that strength could only be gained by a Follower who had spent long years training.


“I heard you were a Follower who betrayed their god. You’re pretty good.”

“...”

“But no matter how much a Follower trains, they can never become a god.”


For some, those words would not even count as a provocation.


Yet there were people who reacted to nothing but words like that.


For some, it struck a nerve.


“What would an Awakened One like you know about-”


Jihan’s expression hardened as they activated the 「Multi Whirlwind」 Setting and pressed Jin Eunsae.


“Eunsae Blocks Third Form, 「Floating Spinning Top」.”


The blocks around Jin Eunsae began to whirl in unison, then mixed with Jihan’s 「Multi Whirlwind」 and started changing direction.


As a result, Jihan’s attack exploded somewhere completely irrelevant.


“Arghhh!”


Alliance members caught in the whirlwinds screamed as they fell into the crater.


Beris joined the battle late, but Jin Eunsae perfectly defended against both of their attacks with nothing more than a casual movement of the blocks.


“Eunsae Blocks Fourth Form, 「Back Scratcher Theft」.”


Defense was not all they could do.


Jin Eunsae’s blocks scattered in an instant, changed into rake-like shapes, and burrowed into Jihan’s clothes.


“Ah-”


Jihan reached out in shock, but the Cube was already in Jin Eunsae’s hand.


Jin Eunsae looked down at the Cube, which was thudding in their palm.


It was already half-cracked.


“This mister is impatient.”


Anxiety appeared on Jihan’s otherwise cold expression.


“Attack with everything you have!”


At the command, the Alliance members’ assault changed.


Settings of every kind bombarded Jin Eunsae like a barrage of missiles. The ground around the crater was completely torn apart.


Even so, Jin Eunsae endured the bombardment alone.


That was an Awakened One.


Combat Power capable of facing an entire Alliance battalion alone.


Other than the Six Gods, had there ever been anyone in the 〈Metaverse〉 with that level of power?


Runald bit his lip until it turned white.


How would Jin Eunsae compare to Jaehwan?


He could not imagine it. A battle at that level was beyond anything Runald’s imagination could reach.


[Charge rate until the ‘Volcano’ erupts: 89%.]


Thanks to the fierce battle, the charge rate continued to rise steadily despite Jaehwan and Ethan’s absence.


Jin Eunsae was about to change the blocks’ form again amid the bombardment.


Then a small, swift shadow snatched the Cube from Jin Eunsae’s hand.


“What?”


It was the Moya Moya Crow Doll possessed by Andersen.


Andersen quickly flew to Runald and brought him the Cube in her beak.


From afar, Jin Eunsae snapped.


“Hey! If you don’t give that back-”


That was when the battle changed.


Jin Eunsae suddenly looked up, reached urgently toward the sky, and rearranged the blocks.


“Eunsae Blocks Fifth Form, 「Spinning Umbrella」.”


Jin Eunsae’s blocks instantly formed a giant umbrella and spun toward the sky.


As a massive Door opened, a golden spear strike came crashing down over Jin Eunsae’s head.


A blinding spear of lightning struck the umbrella. Jin Eunsae received the blow, but their feet sank a full meter into the ground.


The attack contained truly enormous World Force.


There was only one being in the entire 〈Metaverse〉 capable of manifesting a lightning-based Setting at that level.


The Alliance members’ faces brightened.


“Lord Galateon!”


Currently ranked fifth in the Metaverse.


The God of Spears and leader of Alliance ‘Mogi’.


The passengers of the Metaverse called them with respect.


One of the Metaverse Six Gods, Galateon of the Shining Spear.


Galateon, clad in brilliant golden armor, slowly descended from the air.


Jin Eunsae, buried in the ground, turned to look at Runald.


“Run.”


Their lips clearly said that.


“Hurry!”


Runald’s feet floated into the air. Andersen had grabbed the back of his collar and was beating her wings with all her strength.


-Runald, snap out of it! One of the Metaverse Six Gods came in person!


The Metaverse Six Gods.


It did not feel real. Ethan Cart was one of the Six Gods, and Andersen had once been one as well.


But what was that?


Galateon slowly turned their head and looked at Runald.


That gaze hid none of its killing intent. It felt as though his heart would freeze solid.


Could anyone fight a monster like that?


At a gesture from Galateon, the Alliance members leaped after Runald.


Jin Eunsae’s blocks caught their ankles.


Jin Eunsae climbed out of the pit, dusted off their pants, and stood before Galateon.


Galateon’s golden eyes looked at Jin Eunsae.


[Move. This is not a place for you to interfere.]


Jin Eunsae tilted their head at the declaration that carried a god’s authority.


“The Six Gods, huh? I’d only heard about you. This is my first time seeing one in person. But...”


Jin Eunsae’s blocks spun through the air.


“You don’t look that strong.”


Jin Eunsae’s 「Squeaky Hammer」 collided with Galateon’s spear strike.


With the sound of a balloon popping, Jin Eunsae’s 「Squeaky Hammer」 burst apart.


Jin Eunsae flipped backward in midair and retreated, a wound left on their right shoulder.


They were being pushed back.


Jin Eunsae, who had endured the combined attack of the entire Alliance advance force, was being overwhelmed in World Force for the first time.


Yet Jin Eunsae smiled.


“Weak. I thought you’d at least be as strong as our commanders.”


[No matter if you are 「Rupture」, I will not tolerate any further interference.]


“Why do you fight using Dolls, anyway? Don’t you have Vicegerents? Fighting with Dolls makes you weaker-”


A destructive impact blasted Jin Eunsae’s body into the opposite wall of the crater.


Galateon lightly adjusted their spear and spoke.


[All Six Gods fight through Dolls. There are no worthy opponents even then.]


Jin Eunsae emerged while brushing volcanic ash from their clothes, smiling.


“Now this is starting to feel like a fight.”


[Whatever your intentions may be, stopping me here is pointless. I am not the only one of the Six Gods who came here.]


The gods’ noisy messages hammered at Runald’s ears.


[‘Anonymous God 88’ is startled by the descent of a Six God.]

[‘Anonymous God 94’ says it is finally getting interesting.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ points outside the crater.]


Then, the next moment.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ gleams with excitement.]


A ray of light that tore through the world rose from the direction Runald had fled.
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Could they escape?


Would it be faster for this world to be destroyed?


Without even looking back to see what had become of Jin Eunsae, Runald ran down the volcano's lower path.


"Go! Get to the seventh floor somehow."


Jin Eunsae's Push reached him.


"Find the 「Black Moon Inn」."


Black Moon Inn.


Those six syllables were all Runald could hold in his mind right now.


His forearm would not stop shaking. No matter how hard he tried to forget, he could not escape the memories of the battle.


Galateon's cold killing intent raining down on them. The overwhelming certainty that he would die if he fought.


He was scared. Terrified. There was no way he could face a being like that.


"Damn it. If only Jaehwan were here."


The moment Runald heard Andersen mutter, he stopped.


Was it really right to run away like this?


The cube in his arms shuddered intermittently with heavy thuds.


Its vibrations sounded like a god's rebuke.


"That's far enough."


A voice stopped him in his tracks.


A sharp polearm landed at his feet, and Runald fell onto his backside.


One of the Alliance members who had been chasing them stood there.


Andersen recognized them and stepped forward.


"Jihan? It is you, isn't it?"


There had been no chance to speak earlier, as Jihan had seemed to be talking with Ethan, but Andersen knew Jihan as well.


It was only natural. Five hundred years ago, they had been Companions who fought for the revolution together.


At least, once upon a time.


"Andersen-nim."


"Just let us go. Please. I don't know why you're with the Alliance, but you weren't this kind of person."


Jihan smiled quietly.


"I am not the Jihan you knew. You should know well enough what I have done."


The God Without a Vicegerent, Ethan Cart's most cherished Incarnation.


And then...


The Vicegerent who had betrayed them five hundred years ago.


Jihan pointed the tip of their staff at them threateningly.


"Damn it. How could you... how could you..."


"You will die if you keep that. Hand over the cube, then leave."


Leave?


"Then I will spare you, Andersen, and that Follower of yours. I will also guarantee the King of Crows's safety."


Andersen hesitated before asking.


"How can I trust that?"


"I swear it to the God of Whirlwinds... no, to the King of Crows."


Andersen glanced down at the cube in Runald's hand.


The cracks across its surface had deepened considerably.


The Moya Moya Crow Doll's spring creaked.


Having made up her mind, Andersen opened her beak.


"Jihan. Is that truly the path you chose? Have you forgotten every oath you made five hundred years ago? Has your cause, the one where you wanted to make a world where gods and humans were equal, all disappeared?"


"Rats and cats cannot be friends."


"What...?"


"If a rat wants to befriend a cat, there is only one way. It has to become a rat as strong as a cat."


Runald looked up at Andersen.


Jihan's words resembled the story Andersen had once told him about a strong rat.


"I just fought a member of Rupture. After fighting them, I understood exactly how strong they are."


"Wait, you."


Jihan's eerily gleaming eyes were fixed on the cube.


"I need that cube."


"What are you planning to do with it? Do you still hold a grudge against Ethan?"


"What I want is not the King of Crows. Andersen, there is no point hiding it. I already know who he is."


Jihan smiled coldly.


"I will devour him and become an Awakened One."


There was no way for Jihan, who was already another god's Follower, to become an Awakened One.


Still, there might be a way to steal an Awakened One's power.


It was something Andersen herself had once attempted.


God Devouring.


"You're just a Vicegerent. You can't perform God Devouring like the other gods."


"It seems you have forgotten who I am."


Jihan took a grimy black glove from their clothes. At a glance, it was clearly a dangerous Part.


Jihan had been Ethan's former Vicegerent. Perhaps they had inherited Ethan's techniques and created a Part that allowed a human to perform God Devouring.


Andersen growled and beat her wings.


"I can't let you do that."


Jihan narrowed their eyes.


"If you refuse to yield, then I will have to use force..."


"Jihan, what are you doing?"


Beris approached, gritting his teeth through a body reduced to rags.


Jihan spoke warningly.


"Do not interfere."


"What are you wasting time for? Right now..."


With a sharp whoosh, Beris's chest was pierced.


Beris turned in shock, but his eyes clouded over in an instant. His heart had been destroyed, shutting down the Doll's functions.


"I told you not to interfere."


[The God of gacha draw ‘Beris’ is enraged by the Doll's death!]

[‘Anonymous God 94’ is startled by Jihan's actions.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ watches the situation with great interest.]

[The broadcast channel of the God of gacha draw ‘Beris’ has been forcibly terminated.]


Runald gulped and backed away.


Jihan was serious.


They were willing to kill a fellow Alliance member without hesitation and turn their back on the Alliance they had loyally served, all to take this cube.


That was when sparks flashed through the air.


Startled, Jihan looked up.


Another door was opening in the sky.


"How...?"


Jihan's lips trembled.


The Alliance's promised later arrivals had only been Mogi, led by Galateon. That was what Jihan had clearly heard.


Then what was that?


Their chest tightened as though someone were clutching their heart. Cold sweat ran down their back.


It was the same pressure Runald had felt when Galateon stood before him.


Only a handful of gods in the Metaverse possessed such status.


[Jihan, why did you steal the Alliance's cube?]


A god's thunderous roar came through a Doll.


Jihan struggled to steady their trembling legs. They immediately recognized whose roar it was.


Currently ranked fourth in the Metaverse.


Leader of Alliance Bihwa.


The God of Assassination, Rakers.


[Answer me, Jihan.]


Jihan instinctively stepped back.


Having served the Alliance for the past five hundred years, they knew.


No matter what they said here, they would die.


Then there was only one option left.


"Andersen! Hand over the cube now! Otherwise, we will all die!"


Andersen's expression stiffened.


Including Galateon, who was engaged in fierce combat within the volcanic crater, two of the Metaverse Six Gods had arrived on this battlefield.


Behind them stood hundreds of Alliance members from Mogi and Bihwa.


Even if Jaehwan and Ethan returned, facing all of them at once would be impossible.


Runald spoke in a trembling voice.


"Andersen-nim."


At last, it was time to choose.


* * *


In a wide clearing, Jaehwan stabbed into the air.


「World Stab」


He attacked again and again, but the cube's wall would not break easily. Instead, its surface produced a powerful rebound that frequently sent the force of his Stab back at him.


Jaehwan prepared a stronger attack.


"I told you it would be better to stop. If you strike with greater force, the recoil will injure us."


At Ethan's warning, Jaehwan stopped his Stab and glared at the wall.


「Doubt」


An entire day passed as Jaehwan repeatedly stabbed at the cube wall or stared at it. Yet even with his 「Doubt」, it was difficult to grasp its essence. He could only see the strange movements of particles, as though they were not matter from this world.


Ethan slowly examined the wall.


"There are traces of a manipulation-type Setting. It looks like an exceptional craftsman made this."


"A Dream Demon's work?"


"Probably. It seems this zone underwent Sanctuary Conversion using the Tears of the Fall of Time, but I cannot be sure."


Jaehwan stabbed at the wall once more and asked, "How do we get out?"


"Not right now. Even if I dismantle it my way, it will take at least ten days."


If they were trapped for ten days, not even fragments of Runald or Andersen's souls would remain. He would not be able to save Yoonhwan either.


There was no time to wait that long.


"Do not worry. Time flows differently here. Not even a minute has passed outside yet."


"Is that why you are lounging around and doing business?"


As Jaehwan said, Ethan had even set up a luxurious recliner. They lay back in it leisurely, checking the sales status of Products on the auction house. All the while, settled payments continued flowing into their pockets.


"It is a form of survival. Unlike you, I need to consume trust to maintain my existence. To eat, I need to earn."


"The other gods do not seem to be like that."


Andersen had consumed trust before, but that had been to urgently replenish her World Force.


Ethan answered.


"Gods with Followers do not need to go through that empty ritual. Their World Force gradually increases and recovers even if they do nothing. But I am different."


Jaehwan recalled Ethan's divine title.


God Without a Vicegerent.


Ethan did not merely lack a Vicegerent. They were a god without even a single Follower.


Ethan added, "A god with no Followers cannot recover or increase their World Force. It declines over time. Without replenishing it, they eventually disappear."


"So that is why you avoided fighting."


Jaehwan had wondered why Ethan suddenly surrendered in their recent battle. It turned out they had wanted to conserve their World Force.


Ethan's lips twitched.


"Your luck was good."


"I wonder. Yours was probably better."


Jaehwan stopped stabbing for a moment and caught his breath.


"Why do you not use a Vicegerent?"


Flipping through the Product catalog, Ethan answered as though it were nothing.


"It is a common enough story. I was betrayed."


"You cannot forget the wound of betrayal, so you do not take on a Vicegerent?"


"That makes it sound rather romantic."


Jaehwan began stabbing at the wall again.


Ethan continued.


"You may not be curious, but I will tell you anyway. I was betrayed five hundred years ago. My Vicegerent at the time was someone named Jihan."


"You do not have to tell me."


"They were the one who stole my Doll-making methods, and they were also the first to cling to the Alliance and betray us."


"I did not ask."


"They were not born with a particularly kind nature, but they were not such a bad person either. They were decisive, at least. The problem was that they used that decisiveness in the wrong direction."


Jaehwan's sword changed direction.


A tremendous gale from his Stab grazed Ethan's earlobe. Ethan's hair whipped violently, but their expression remained blank, as though they trusted Jaehwan not to attack them.


That irritated Jaehwan.


"Are all gods of the Abyss as talkative as you?"


"Some are like me, and some are not. Most Alliance members do not have Vicegerents either."


"..."


"The gods of this tower dislike Followers. They think of them as worms that gnaw away at their existence."


Worms.


Jaehwan's hand paused as he continued stabbing.


Ethan went on.


"They want to become complete gods on their own, without the restrictions of Followers or Vicegerents. That is why they create constructs like Dolls and use them as Vicegerents. The worms they ride do not need wills of their own."


Gods who looked down on humans.


It was a familiar story, even without listening closely.


"Those impressive gods could not exist without those worms."


"That is right. Which is why gods have no choice but to raise worms, to maintain their own worlds."


"Pathetic. Do Followers remain with gods even knowing what they are like?"


He could not understand it.


Who would pray to an absolute being that viewed them as nothing but worms or expendable goods?


Ethan shook their head.


"Every Follower needs a god. To endure in this 《Abyss》, they need a Worldview."


"I know that. I mean, why do they not become Followers of a better god?"


At first, Jaehwan had refused to admit it, but now he knew.


There were certainly gods like Andersen in the Abyss.


Low-grade gods who cared for their Followers, gods who could be called good in the ordinary sense.


"You are right. There are good gods in the Abyss. But not every Follower wants a god like Andersen. Followers need powerful gods to prove themselves."


"What do you mean?"


"Do you truly think Followers are the ones who act as Vicegerents for their gods? Have you ever considered that gods are actually acting as Vicegerents for their Followers?"


Jaehwan recalled the Followers he had met so far.


「“I was a Follower of Andersen-nim.”」

「“I am a Follower of Belkain...”」

「“This one is a Follower of Hermier...”」


A slight chill ran down his spine.


Come to think of it, that was true.


"You look like you understand."


"The god they serve defines their worth."


"Correct."


Just as gods needed Followers, Followers needed gods.


The god they acted as Vicegerents for defined their worth.


The 《Abyss》 was a world where those who could not act as their own Vicegerents relied on one another to reveal their existence.


Jaehwan rubbed his forehead as though it hurt.


"So in short, you use Dolls because you hate Followers?"


"I use Dolls because the pain of betrayal still hurts, as you put it."


"You are quite a weak-hearted god."


Ethan stared at Jaehwan.


"You will be hated because of that indifference."


"It seems my words hurt you too."


"Gods, Followers, Lords. They will all hate you for the same reason."


"I do not care. Everyone hates me wherever I go anyway..."


"Because you are someone who can act as their own Vicegerent."


Jaehwan was at a loss for words.


The faces of enemies who had spat hatred at him came to mind.


Lords acted as Vicegerents for the System.


Gods could not exist without Vicegerents, and Followers needed gods to prove themselves.


Then what was Jaehwan?


Neither a Lord nor a god nor a Follower.


"Seeing your Sanctuary made me wonder. Are you truly acting as your own Vicegerent?"


What he acted as a Vicegerent for.


For a moment, the world within Jaehwan felt unfamiliar.


"Are you not also merely a Follower acting as a Vicegerent for your own Worldview?"


Samyeong Garam had once said that Adapters and Awakened Ones were separated by only a sheet of paper.


They simply lived while believing in different worlds.


Then, just as Samyeong Garam had been a slave to the System, perhaps Jaehwan too was no more than a slave to the world he believed in.


The moment he thought that far, Jaehwan realized he was entering a new sensation. He had felt something similar when he first entered 「Selflessness」 and 「Hypothesis」.


Jaehwan slowly opened his mouth.


"I..."


"Can your world truly be called entirely yours?"


Was his world entirely his?


Jaehwan thought for a moment, then slowly blinked.


The answer was simple.


"You will know when you see it yourself."


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.


Jaehwan's world, shaped through 「Hypothesis」, opened.


A pool of blood spread across the ground, corpses piled among it. Thick fog obscured the rest of the landscape.


Ethan slowly rose and looked around Jaehwan's world as though admiring it.


No Worldview was created without reason.


No matter how insignificant, every Worldview in the 《Abyss》 held meaning.


Ethan lifted their head and looked at Jaehwan's sky.


"Do you live while looking at something like that every day?"


The fog parted for an instant, and a massive red eye in the sky stared back at Ethan.


Even Ethan, who had lived for thousands of years, could not help but shudder at the sight.


Ethan spoke.


"I know what that eye represents."


"Everyone who sees it says something similar."


"They cannot help it. Everyone in this 《Abyss》 knows what it is, but they do not try to truly look at it. Still..."


Ethan stared up at the incomprehensible eye, then continued hesitantly.


"A very long time ago, I saw someone who had hung something like that in the sky, just like you."
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This time, even Jaehwan could not help but listen closely.

There had been a god with a Worldview like his?


“Someone who cleared the final floor of 〈Metaverse〉 700 years ago had something similar hanging in the sky. It was not an ‘eye,’ but it took a different form.”

“Who was it?”


Hope rose in him that it might have been Mulack.

But Ethan’s answer was unexpected.


“The Rupture Master of Rupture, 《Tree of Illusion》’s largest and most notorious terrorist organization.”


Rupture.

It was them again.


“His Worldview was as terribly dark as yours. The difference is... your Worldview is not merely dark. It feels lonely.”


Ethan stared up at the eye in the sky for a long time before asking,


“Are you planning to fight that?”

“...”

“Is that why you intend to destroy 《Tree of Illusion》?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“If it is a world you plan to destroy anyway, why are you trying to save your friend?”


It was a contradiction.

A man who intended to destroy this world was trying to save someone.

Jaehwan answered.


“Because he deserves to see the end of this world.”


The instant Jaehwan said that, the fog covering the Sanctuary cleared away, and something appeared far in the distance.


This was not the entirety of his Worldview?


Without realizing it, Ethan walked toward where the fog had cleared. Water splashed beneath Ethan’s feet with every step.

Ethan suddenly looked down.

This was the 《Abyss》.

A world of souls that bled silver instead of blood. What could pools of blood mean in such a world? Who had shed this blood?

When Ethan looked up again,


a colossal tower stood there.


It was not 〈Metaverse〉.

Yet Ethan instinctively understood.


This was the tower where Jaehwan had been cultivated.


The tower rose toward the heavens as if it sought to reach the eye in the sky.

Jaehwan had climbed this tower to reach this place.


Rumble.


That was when the Sanctuary began to change.

As though it disliked being confined to such a narrow space, the Tower of Nightmares expanded aggressively.

Like a sword stabbing toward the sky, the tower soon came into contact with the transparent wall overhead.


Crackle.


The ceiling of the cube where it touched Jaehwan’s Sanctuary shook violently. Its particle structure was collapsing as though it felt pain.


“It looks like we found a way out.”


Ethan and Jaehwan looked at each other, then leaped onto the tower at the same time.


<Floor 1>, <Floor 2>, <Floor 3>...


As they climbed, Ethan experienced something strange.

Voices flowed into Ethan’s mind.


「“Jaehwan.”」

「“Mr. Jaehwan.”」

「“Jaehwan.”」


They were the memories of the Companions who had lived in the tower with Jaehwan.

The Companions who had died in the tower or chosen regression.

Han Seoyul, Kim Yoonhwan, Jay, Hiren. The Companions of 《Carpe Diem》.

Names that had become far too old.


<Floor 11>.


「“Those guys are in high spirits today. Some good materials will come up.”」


<Floor 22>.


「“Are you challenging it soon? What is the boss pattern this time?”」


<Floor 34>.


「“Stop by the shop for a moment. I saved a few good items for you.”」


Words Jaehwan had not forgotten a single one of.

Ethan understood.

These memories were not simply fragments of fleeting moments. They intertwined and moved like living souls, like living organisms.

Just as Ethan had created Dolls, Jaehwan had built a tower within himself.

But there was a vast difference between them.

Ethan had distributed memories among the Dolls because Ethan could not bear their weight. This tower, on the other hand, was Jaehwan’s memories themselves.


He was still bearing every memory alone.


Because nothing in this world could share the burden of his memories.


<Floor 46>.


「“Jaehwan, I’m sorry.”」


If even he were to let go of these memories.


<Floor 58>.


「“Please.”」


<Floor 63>.


「“I hope you can reach somewhere higher...”」


All the pain they had endured would become as though it had never happened.


「“Don’t worry.”」


That was why Jaehwan did not forget them.

At least in this world, all of it had clearly happened.

In a world where the System erased humans, Jaehwan still remembered them.

Their rage, their sorrow, their despair. Every moment they had lived.


「“I will make certain to see the end of this world.”」


That was why Jaehwan was running now.


<Floor 78>.


“I do not know whether my Worldview is truly mine or not.”


He accepted this life.


<Floor 85>.


“There is only one thing I can say for certain.”


He chose to become a prisoner of this world.


“I will see the end of this world.”


How could someone keep climbing while carrying such a heavy burden?


Ethan wanted to ask that. At the same time, Ethan felt as though the answer was becoming clear.

How could a mere human become this strong? How could a god with only one Follower possess such magnificent World Force?

This tower was Jaehwan’s Setting and Part.


Setting, Tower of Nightmares.


The memories flowing from the tower were becoming Jaehwan’s World Force.


<Floor 99>.


The memories prayed to Jaehwan like Followers, and Jaehwan accepted those prayers.


「“I am so glad you are in this world, Jaehwan.”」


He had already been a god before becoming one.

In exchange for enduring this terrible nightmare without forgetting a single part of it, he gained power.


<Floor 100>.


At last, they reached the top of the tower. An exit leading outside lay before them.

Yet the view outside seemed somewhat strange.

Ethan, who had peered through the rift first, stiffened.


“It looks like something has happened.”


* * *


The hidden weapons Rakers threw as if playing a game riddled Jihan’s entire body.

Jihan sealed the wounds and glared ahead.


Current Metaverse Rank 4.

Rakers, God of Assassination.


Rakers was unquestionably a powerhouse on another level, an opponent Jihan could never defeat with his current World Force, even if he died and came back to life.

Still, unlike Jin Eunsae of Rupture, Rakers did not feel like some irrational existence.

That meant there was still hope.


“Andersen, please give it to me, quickly!”


Andersen still hesitated. If she gave Jihan the cube here, there was no guarantee Jaehwan and Ethan would be safe.

Rakers crossed the ruins and approached.


[Jihan. I disliked you from the moment you joined the Alliance. Even when the other Six Gods approved, I opposed it to the end.]


“Khuaaah!”


Jihan’s strike was caught effortlessly in Rakers’s hand. Rakers casually tossed aside the staff, then drove his fingers into the area around Jihan’s heart.


[Someone who betrayed once will betray twice.]


“Guaaah...!”


Very slowly, the soul around Jihan’s heart was being carved away in its entirety.


[I have kept a human like you alive for too long. It would be better to turn you into a new Doll.]


Watching Jihan die, Andersen thought,


Could this be the final chance?

Even against the Metaverse Six Gods, if she poured out every bit of her World Force, perhaps she could escape with Runald.


At that moment, a door opened in the sky once more.


An elegant door pouring light from the center of the sky amid a thunderous roar.

Andersen knew that door well.

A door she had often seen 500 years ago.


[Rakers.]


A voice emerged amid dazzling rays of light.

Rakers stopped and looked up.


[I told you Galateon and I would be enough.]

[It is always better to be certain.]


The gods’ words followed.

Andersen’s mouth fell open.

She knew the owner of that voice far too well.


‘You.’


The Companion Andersen had cherished most.

One of the Four Heroes from 500 years ago, who had joined the revolution alongside her.


‘How dare you show your face here...!’


And the first traitor.


[It has been a long time, Andersen.]


A handsome brown-haired man smiled kindly. Seeing that gentle smile, the sort that could make anyone like him, Andersen unleashed her World Force with a scream.


“Aaaah!”


The Moya Moya Crow’s secret Setting, Crow Cannon, activated with Andersen’s World Force.

Yet the man casually deflected that World Force and seized the Moya Moya Crow by the neck.


[Poor Andersen. Have you become this weak?]


Jihan trembled as he watched the scene.

Jihan knew that god wearing the tall brown-haired Doll as well. It was thanks to that god that Jihan had been able to join the Alliance.


‘It’s all over.’


The unceasing trembling proved Justice’s existence. A pressure that surpassed the World Pressure of Galateon and Rakers.

No god in 〈Metaverse〉 failed to recognize him.


A legend from 500 years ago.

One of the Metaverse Six Gods.

The head of Alliance Fire.


The world called him this.


Current Metaverse Rank 3.

The God of Definition ‘Justice’.


“Runald!”


Andersen’s sharp cry rang out.

Then Runald moved.

They were no longer god and Follower, but they had once been bound by a deep connection. Runald knew what to do without explanation.


‘I trust you, Jaehwan.’


Jihan opened his eyes wide and tore free from Rakers’s grasp with every ounce of strength. Then,


“Kuh, kuhuhut.”


The cube that flew in like an arrow landed in Jihan’s hand. Jihan staggered as he clutched the cube, letting out a metallic laugh.


“You are all finished now.”


[Rakers.]


At Justice’s words, Rakers rushed toward Jihan.

But Jihan was slightly faster.

The instant Jihan’s gloved hand touched the cube, the entire cube was sucked into his body.


Kuaaaah.


A fearsome storm of World Force erupted around Jihan. It was power capable of shaking the entire sixth floor. A distant volcano erupted alongside a violent earthquake.

Rakers’s expression froze.

Jihan stared at it all with distorted eyes.


This was the world seen by an Awakened One.

The sight of a ruined world.


Feeling World Force overflow through his body, Jihan burst into laughter.


“Ha ha, hahahahaha!”


Highcircle, Jihan’s Contract God, was screaming. The power was that immense.

Rakers, who had seemed like an unclimbable mountain moments ago, now looked different.

Pathetic. Was that all?

With this power, Jihan could win. With this newly obtained power of Awakening.


“Huaaah!”


A mighty vortex formed at Jihan’s fingertips. A Setting of greater density than any vortex Jihan had ever created.

It was power no one here could dare withstand.


“Die.”


A vortex capable of tearing even gods to shreds swept through the area.

When all became quiet,


[I see.]


Rakers stood there, completely unharmed.


[Is this all?]


Jihan watched with vacant eyes as his World Force dispersed uselessly.


“H-how?”


He had definitely Awakened.

He had surely reached strength from another dimension.


[That is the limit of an insect.]


A casually swung fist struck Jihan in the stomach. With a thud, everything inside him burst apart.

The impact shattered Jihan’s entire soul.

Jihan fell to his knees with a scream of agony. Silver poured from within him. Jihan vomited up everything he had swallowed.

The world that had inverted like a brief illusion returned to normal.

When Jihan came to his senses, the cube he thought he had absorbed was rolling before him amid the scattered silver.

Jihan saw a large hole pierced through the cube.


A hole as if something sharp had stabbed through it.


[Just die already.]


Rakers’s hand fell toward Jihan like a guillotine blade.

Then,


[W-what?]


Rakers staggered and looked down at the dark sword piercing his stomach.

It did not belong to Jihan.

The blade, which radiated pitch-black light, blazed brilliantly as it received lofty World Force.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ opens their mouth.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ screams that this cannot be happening.]


Messages from 《Little Brother》 struck his ears without pause.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ shouts that they knew this would happen!]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ glares!]

[Many gods cannot hide their shock!]


The gods of the 《Abyss》, who had gathered after hearing the broadcast, watched the scene through Rene’s stream.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ looks at the owner of the sword.]


Rakers hurriedly stepped back, clutching his pierced stomach, and asked fiercely,


[Who are you?]


The man had many nicknames.

Lord Slayer, King of Chaos, founder of the Path of the Wave, Naked Stab.

But none of them were his name.

He had only one name.

The only name spoken by the people who loved him, the people he remembered.


“I am Jaehwan.”
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“Lord Slayer ‘Jaehwan’? Of course he was remarkable. The ‘Solo Clear of the 99th Floor,’ the ‘Grand Unification of Chaos,’ and that famous ‘Lord Slaying’ everyone knows about. But the time his name truly became famous came a little later. You know, that incident that drew the attention of every god in the 《Abyss》.”


From an interview with the God of Flames ‘Ignis.’


* * *


The God of Assassination ‘Rakers’ was one of those so-called old fossils, a ranker who had been living in 〈Metaverse〉 for 542 years.


“God, please bring in some new Parts this time. Please?”

“How much longer are you going to make us keep using suffocating Settings like these?”

“If you keep this up, I’m switching to another Worldview.”


The place they had fled to escape Followers who never did a damn thing yet kept piling on demands was 〈Metaverse〉.

To survive there, Rakers sold out the Followers who had followed them, sold out their convictions, and sold out even the gods who had trusted them enough to invest alongside them.

They became a member of the Alliance.


And after 542 years, they became one of the Metaverse Six Gods.


They had seen the Great Revolution five hundred years ago, and they had held their seat by beating back powerful Six Gods Candidates that appeared about once every ten years.

Whenever a new Skin was released, they would occasionally run gacha draw broadcasts to land promotions, then steadily increased their World Force by reinvesting the trust the Alliance earned.


They had already spent centuries reigning as one of the strongest Six Gods.


By now, Rakers was sick of 〈Metaverse〉.


[So you’re that ‘Naked Stab.’]


That was why an event like this was so welcome.

The smart gods no longer challenged 〈Metaverse〉. They knew that even if they did, all they would do was fatten the Alliance’s pockets. The only challengers who came now were idle drifters from the 《Abyss》 with trust to burn. Even among them, most left after growing disgusted with 〈Metaverse〉’s monetization policies.

And then a bastard like this showed up.


Tzzzt.


Rakers smiled as they healed the Doll’s wounds with the 「Superhuman Regeneration」 Setting.

The rumored Naked Stab was standing right in front of them.

They had thought the most fun the Sixth Floor had to offer would be someone like the ‘King of Crows.’


[You’ll be delicious.]


The unprecedented strength Rakers felt from Jaehwan thrilled them.

How strong would this challenger be? And how much amusement would he provide before his exit?


[Many gods are interested in this match!]


How much trust would this fight bring them?


[‘Anonymous God94’ wishes for your victory.]

[‘Anonymous God88’ looks forward to your grotesque feast.]


And just how delicious would that bastard’s soul be?


[I’ll face you properly. You’ve earned that much.]


As Rakers spread both arms wide, the weapons pouring out from their entire body shot up into the sky all at once.

Swords, daggers, whips, shuriken, throwing stars.... Tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands.

The instant their myriad weapons blotted out the light of the sky, the entire area around them went dark.


Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Shadow of All Weapons」.


Rakers’s Sanctuary unfolded for the first time in decades. A world full of sticky darkness smothered all five of Jaehwan’s senses.

Blinking slowly, Jaehwan activated 「Doubt」 and examined the scene around him. No matter where he looked, all he saw was the same pitch-black landscape. It felt as though he had been trapped inside dense shadows.


Fsssh!


A sharp sensation tore across him, and a long slash opened along Jaehwan’s side. A spear had flown in from somewhere and sliced across his flank as it passed.


Fsst! Fissst!


Next came daggers and throwing stars that grazed his elbow and shin. He moved his body on instinct and avoided them, but they were attacks he could barely notice until the very last instant.

There was no sign whatsoever of Rakers hidden within the darkness.

Attacks that came without omen or warning.


[You’ve got quick reflexes.]


Jaehwan had fought enemies who used this sort of technique a few times before. But this was the first time he had faced one who used such a vast area as their personal concealment zone.


「Doubt」


Against a god on this level, it was not easy to break through to their essence with 「Doubt」, a First Awakening ability.

Jaehwan stabbed his sword toward a place where he faintly sensed World Force stirring. With a wet thud, the pitch-black space wrapped around Dokbul and stretched, thick and sticky.

As if they had been waiting for it, seventeen weapons came flying in from different angles.


[It’s useless. You cannot find me.]


Jaehwan drew a light breath, then stabbed seventeen times in an instant and knocked the weapons away.

But a few still grazed his forearm and waist. The places they touched were turning pitch black.

It was poison.

Jaehwan lightly laid a hand over the wounds.


「Understanding」


The Second Awakening ability instantly grasped the poison’s principle and drove it out of his body.

Seeing that, Rakers muttered in surprise.


[Immune to all poisons? Are you from the martial world?]


Instead of answering, Jaehwan aimed his sword into empty air.

His way of fighting enemies like this was simple.

If he could not see the enemy, then all he had to do was stab every direction he could see.


「World Stab」, nine consecutive strikes.


The waves of World Stab he unleashed without restraint tore through the Sanctuary. Everywhere those stabs struck, the Sanctuary began to convulse violently, as though it could actually feel pain.


Crackle.


Some parts of the Sanctuary even shattered the moment his stabs touched them. Fortunately, the damage quickly repaired itself through World Force, but Rakers was still shaken.

They had never heard of such a brutish attack anywhere in the 《Abyss》.

Jaehwan, however, looked dissatisfied.

As though he had grasped everything about this world from that one attack, Jaehwan’s gaze turned toward a single point in the Sanctuary. Whether it was coincidence or not, the place where his eyes stopped was exactly where Rakers was hiding.


[Impudent bastard.]


At Rakers’s gesture, weapons with ominous auras rose all throughout the shadow world. Every one of them was a weapon that had once dominated an era in 〈Metaverse〉.


「Divine Spear of the Evil God」

「Sky Splitter」

「Ten-Thousand-Year Grasp」

「God’s Shackles」

「Holy Sword Marpen」

......


They were Parts released through gacha draws with atrocious odds, or Parts obtained by defeating legendary boss monsters. Here in 〈Metaverse〉, they were priceless collections that could not be bought for any amount of money.

Those weapons all turned toward Jaehwan at once like bullets poised to fire.

Yet even as he looked at that scene, Jaehwan was neither flustered nor surprised.

He only murmured quietly.


“So, around ‘General’ level.”


[How dare you.]


The weapons fired. Their speed and destructive power were beyond comparison with anything before. If something like that pierced him, even Jaehwan could not come away unscathed.


「Selflessness」


The Third Awakening ability of Selflessness manifested.

Jaehwan’s soul accelerated as it resisted the opposing Sanctuary. In that stolen instant of time, Jaehwan’s left hand stabbed into a crack in the air. Through the split in empty space, he pulled out a single pitch-black sword.


「Fall」


Jaehwan’s law-type Setting, 「Fall」, forged through the power of 「Hypothesis」.

It was the first time he had drawn this sword since fighting the Generals in 《Chaos》.


Craaash!


With a casual swing of 「Fall」, three famed blades flying at him corroded and vanished.

Rakers’s eyes widened in shock.

But Jaehwan’s counterattack had only just begun.

「Fall」 in his left hand overlapped with Dokbul in his right, and before long the aura of 「Fall」 covered Dokbul’s blade.


「Fall Sword」


The custom mode of Dokbul and 「Fall」. It was Jaehwan’s unique combat style, the same one he had used in the clash against the Samyeong Great Family.

This time, however, one more thing had been added to it.

It was Jaehwan’s own newly mastered 「Setting」, attained through all his training.


「Fall Sword, Second Form.」


Jaehwan shifted his stance in an instant and stabbed forward with his sword.

At the same time, Dokbul’s blade split wide in two, then began devouring every weapon flying toward it.


Crunch, craaack!


「Fall」 was a Setting that destroyed worlds. As that Setting settled into Dokbul’s fangs, everything in the world touched by Jaehwan’s sword was being ripped apart.

Dokbul mercilessly tore through and swallowed the incoming weapons, giving a cry that sounded almost satisfied.


[You bastard! My weapons!]


They were weapons Rakers had gathered over hundreds of years. Their fortress of fangs, built from nothing but armaments, one that would not so much as budge no matter who in 〈Metaverse〉 they faced.

And that fortress was collapsing before a single sword.


[I’ll kill you!]


Enraged, Rakers began controlling their World Force, accepting even the risk of exposing their true body.

Thunder rumbled from somewhere, and above Jaehwan’s head appeared a giant cloud made entirely of weapons.

The main Setting that had made Rakers one of the Metaverse Six Gods.


「All-Weapon Storm Cloud」


The gods of 〈Metaverse〉 said this.

No one who stood beneath that storm cloud survived.


[Strike.]


At Rakers’s signal, light flashed from within the storm cloud.


「All-Weapon Lightning」


Rakers was certain.

Even among the current Six Gods, none but the Alliance’s Leader could withstand this attack.


[Strike!]


At the signal, lightning crashed down from the sky. More precisely, weapons engraved with the lightning 「Setting」 were falling as bolts.


[Strike! Strike! Strike!]


The lightning of all weapons fell without pause. Hundreds, thousands of strikes every second. It was an electric assault that would reduce any soul to dust. A deafening roar rang out, and Rakers laughed.


And then.


Swish.


What in the world was that?


Swish, swish, swish, swish.


With that bizarre sound, something like a lightning rod kept springing up and dropping back down where the lightning struck.

Looking closer, Jaehwan’s sword was moving in rhythm with the falling bolts.


Stab, stab, stab, and stab again.


The man was “stabbing” the lightning at a speed too fast to see.

Every time the lightning crashed down, his whole body would appear and disappear again.

A body flashing brilliantly in the light. A face wearing a chilling smile each time he struck the lightning from the sky.


[N-no.]


The unceasing barrage of lightning faltered for a moment, and Dokbul in Jaehwan’s hand began to shine with an ominous light. Jaehwan’s arm, drawn back with all its force, released toward the sky in time with the falling bolt as though loosing a bowstring.

A stab bearing the power of 「Fall」, now carrying the electricity he had absorbed until then, ripped through the Sanctuary. The black storm cloud split cleanly in two, and Rakers’s Sanctuary began to tear apart around the rift.


[Kuhuhk!]


The moment the Sanctuary collapsed, the backlash of reversed World Force drove Rakers to their knees, and they vomited silver.


[‘Anonymous God94’ cannot believe their eyes.]


It was impossible.

This was not even a clash of Sanctuary against Sanctuary, yet a mere 「Setting」 had shattered a Sanctuary.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ gapes in a daze.]

[Some gods are aghast, asking what in the world just happened.]


One of the Metaverse Six Gods was losing in real time.

《Little Brother》 was in absolute uproar.


[This broadcast has been selected for 《Little Brother》’s ‘Real-Time Popular LIVE’!]

[Many gods are watching this broadcast through ‘ReneTV’.]

[‘Anonymous God99’ asks what will happen to the ‘Metaverse Six Gods’ now.]


Amid the chaos, an uneasy atmosphere began to spread.

Gods were shouting that the Metaverse Six Gods were nothing special after all.

The Alliance’s stronghold, built up over so long, was beginning to crack.


[‘Anonymous God158’ says the ‘Alliance’ is nothing special either.]

[‘Anonymous God32’ finds the ‘God of Assassination’ pathetic.]

[The name of ‘Naked Stab’ echoes through every floor of 〈Metaverse〉.]

[The ‘Driver’ of 〈Metaverse〉 is paying attention to the outcome of this battle.]


Rakers bit their lip hard and pushed themselves back to their feet as they drew up their World Force.

The fight was not over yet. The years they had built up could not possibly amount to only this.

Once more, they spread both arms and activated their Sanctuary.

Then they were stunned.


The Sanctuary did not manifest.


As if it had become frightened of the being before it, their Sanctuary was refusing to manifest.

And very slowly, Rakers felt a strange sensation climbing up from the ground beneath their feet.


[W-what are you?]


It was fear.

Only then did Rakers finally realize who the opponent before them really was.


That man was not one of those ‘Six Gods Candidates’ who appeared once every few decades.


Rakers staggered backward.

The story they had heard from the previous generation of Six Gods flashed through their mind a moment too late.


“Once every few hundred years, a monster appears, something beyond all standards that shakes all of 〈Metaverse〉.”


The legendary Dream Demon said to have seen the final floor of 〈Metaverse〉 nine hundred years ago.

The “monster” of the Rupture that had smashed the Ninth Floor of 〈Metaverse〉 and exterminated all Six Gods seven hundred years ago.

The current ‘Leader’ of the Alliance, who had appeared six hundred years ago under the protection of the Seven Divine Thrones and unified the Alliance of 〈Metaverse〉.


Three times in a thousand years, monsters beyond all common sense had appeared, so Rakers had thought none would appear in their own era.

And yet now.


“Nothing else left to stab?”


Before their eyes stood a naked monster.
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[Your 《Little Brother》 authority grade has increased!]

[The number of live viewers has set a new record!]

[Your LIVE broadcast has been recommended on 《Little Brother》’s main page!]


The LIVE broadcast’s ranking climbed without pause.


Rene could only stare in disbelief. As she hurriedly worked the broadcast panel, she muttered without realizing it.


“What? What is this...?”


It felt strange.


The rising ranking was one thing, but she could not tear her eyes away from the scene on the screen. Had she ever seen anything like this while watching 〈Metaverse〉 for the past several centuries?


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ watches the battle with interest.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ chants ‘Naked Stab Jaehwan’!]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ admires Jaehwan’s courage.]

[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ savors the scent of battle for the first time in a long while.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ cheers for ‘Jaehwan’.]


“Two members of the Seven Divine Thrones...”


The God of Flames Ignis had long been one of Rene’s viewer gods, but the Dragon God Droyan was a viewer god who had only joined this time.


The Dragon God Droyan.


The owner of the famous 「Black Flame Dragon」 Setting and ruler of Naraka, the Abyss’s Second Site.


Such a colossal figure was watching her broadcast.


[‘Anonymous God 654’ timidly cheers for ‘Jaehwan’.]

[‘Anonymous God 535’ remembers Jaehwan’s name.]

[‘Anonymous God 752’ dreams of a new revolution.]


Even the anonymous gods known as shy viewer gods were joining in.


Driven by the unstoppable surge in viewers, her LIVE broadcast finally reached first place in the 〈Metaverse〉 broadcast rankings.


[Many gods are immersed in the battle!]


Gods were not the only ones sending messages.


[‘Anonymous Vicegerent 313’ cheers for ‘Jaehwan’.]

[‘Anonymous Vicegerent 915’ cheers for ‘Jaehwan’.]

[‘Anonymous Vicegerent 756’ cheers for ‘Jaehwan’.]


Their 《Little Brother》 levels were too low to access the main channel, but some still sent messages of support through relay channels.


They were the gods’ Vicegerents and Followers. Only a few Vicegerents and Followers remained in 〈Metaverse〉, yet even they were watching Jaehwan’s broadcast.


[Live] Shocking! A Metaverse Six God Has Been Defeated?

[Relay Channel] Breaking News! The God of Assassination ‘Rakers’ Suffers a Bitter Defeat!

[Relay Channel 2] War of the Six Gods Imminent After Rakers’s Defeat!


People had even begun relaying her broadcast.


Rene looked at Rakers, who was crying out in disbelief on the screen.


[This, this is impossible...!]


The defeat of Rakers, one of the Metaverse Six Gods.


That alone was an event that happened perhaps once every few decades in 〈Metaverse〉.


Yet the greater problem was that it would not simply end with one of the Six Gods being replaced.


“Viewer gods, I think something truly incredible is happening.”


Five of the current Six Gods belonged to the Alliance.


If one of those Six Gods had been defeated by a mere newcomer...


[‘Anonymous God 752’ dreams of a new revolution.]

[‘Anonymous God 583’ dreams of a new revolution.]


It could mean this was not the defeat of one of the Six Gods, but the defeat of the Alliance.


The Alliance, which had ruled the tower for nearly six hundred years, was wavering. It was only natural for low-grade gods to quietly hope that the Metaverse’s long history was finally about to change.


[Destruction begins on the 6th floor.]


That was when the volcano began to erupt.


[In 20 minutes, this Worldview will be completely annihilated.]


Come to think of it, the sounds of battle had vanished from the crater some time ago.


Jin Eunsae of the Rupture had clearly been fighting Galateon, one of the Alliance’s Six Gods.


“Damn it, I didn’t lose!”


The moment the screen shifted toward the crater, someone turned into a streak of light with a crackling sound and vanished through the Door in the sky.


“Ah?”


A moment later, a golden figure flew out of the crater. It held a lightning spear wrapped in a brilliant current.


Rene’s face stiffened.


“Viewer gods, this is bad.”


She did not know the details of the fight, but it seemed Jin Eunsae and Galateon’s battle had ended with the Metaverse Six God Galateon’s victory.


On the screen, Galateon emerged from the crater and joined Rakers and Justice.


Half of the Metaverse Six Gods.


Three overwhelming powerhouses had gathered, enough to represent half of the Alliance. Justice in third place, Rakers in fourth, and Galateon in fifth.


Even with Jaehwan and the King of Crows, could they defeat those three?


Doubt crept in, but Rene did not lose hope.


Jaehwan watched the gods on the screen with indifferent eyes.


Combat Power enough to toy with Rakers, who was ranked fourth.


If Jaehwan’s strength was real and not luck, then perhaps he could overcome even this situation...


Rumble.


A thunderous sound erupted overhead.


A massive Door was opening in the sky.


“A super-large Door?”


A small Door was used when one passenger crossed over, while a medium Door was used when several crossed together.


This was not even a large Door, but a super-large Door.


Only once in 〈Metaverse〉’s history had such a Door opened before.


The Great Revolution five hundred years ago.


“Good grief.”


A giant Part was being summoned through the massive Door in the sky.


The Alliance was truly trying to start a war.


* * *


Jaehwan gave Rakers, who was breathing heavily, an indifferent glance.


“Is it over?”


As though Rakers no longer had the strength to summon lightning, Rakers staggered back with fear in their eyes. That alone decided the battle.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


Runald, who had been several dozen meters away, ran toward Jaehwan and Ethan.


Jaehwan looked over Runald’s wounds and asked, “Are you hurt?”


“I’m fine!”


Runald was clearly not fine.


Bruises and deep wounds covered his body. There was no need to ask how brutal the battle had been in such a short time.


“What about you, God?”


“I’m fine.”


Jaehwan lightly placed a hand on Runald’s shoulder. Runald’s tearful eyes trembled.


Andersen, sitting atop Runald’s head, spoke.


“This isn’t the time to enjoy your reunion. You know that, right?”


Sure enough, an ominous aura flowed from Rakers’s entire body.


[Me, I...]


Unable to escape the shock of defeat, Rakers’s anger flared again.


Rakers instinctively realized it. If Rakers admitted defeat here, all the glory they had enjoyed until now would have to be relinquished.


The one who stopped Rakers was unexpectedly Justice, the God of Definition, who had been watching with hands behind their back.


[Step back, Rakers.]


At those words, Rakers’s rising World Force vanished as if by magic.


Justice, third in the current Metaverse rankings.


Rakers watched blankly as Justice stepped forward.


[I enjoyed that remarkable battle. I never imagined you would destroy Rakers’s Sanctuary without even using Sanctuary Manifestation...]


Even with a special Setting, Jaehwan’s battle had been truly shocking.


Perhaps because of that, Justice’s tone had become far more polite than before.


[I would like to make one final proposal. Would you consider joining our Alliance?]


A recruitment offer.


It was a reaction Jaehwan had expected to some extent.


[Our Alliance, ‘Fire’, will offer you the best possible terms.]


The Alliance, Fire.


Jaehwan had heard of it before. It was the Alliance that had made him a promotion offer through an Attendant at the station. It seemed this person was the head of Fire.


Andersen poured cold water on the offer.


“You joined the Alliance, and now you really do talk like the rest of them.”


[...]


“Who would trust someone who betrayed their Companions five hundred years ago?”


[We will guarantee the safety of Andersen and her Followers as well.]


“Spare me that nonsense about guaranteeing our safety. You plan to take us hostage and seal him away like you sealed me back then.”


[We will do no such thing. If you wish, I can even swear an oath in the name of a god.]


An oath.


The one who reacted to that was Ethan, who had been watching the conversation unfold.


“An oath sworn in the name of Definition.”


[Ethan, it has been a long time.]


Ethan did not respond to Justice’s greeting. He only stared coldly at Justice.


“I always thought your nickname was funny. ‘Justice, the God of Definition.’”


[...?]


“When I first heard that nickname, I should have figured out what kind of bastard you were. I was foolish. Even the God of Flames Ignis and the God of Darkness Kage are not a ‘real one’ like you.”


[What do you mean by a ‘real one’?]


“There is such a thing. If I explained it, your soul would collapse.”


Justice’s eyebrows twitched at Ethan’s provocation.


[I do not think this is the time for you to be so relaxed.]


“You can still say that after seeing how strong that naked fellow is?”


[His power is certainly remarkable, but have you already forgotten?]


Rumble.


The sky shook.


[What kind of place the Alliance you and I fought against was. And what kind of group that Alliance has become over the past five hundred years.]


The Door in the sky opened.


A colossal warship was crossing through a Door larger than anything seen so far.


The Alliance’s giant Part.


Nebula, the weapon of large-scale war.


Its deck, easily more than five hundred meters long, cast a dark shadow over the ground.


Its exterior looked like the work of master craftsmen who had poured their hearts into it. Even at a glance, the warship gave off terrifying World Force.


At the appearance of a Part that crushed morale simply by appearing, Ethan muttered, “You brought out a great warship just for us. Are you really planning to start a war?”


[If you wish.]


The warship’s cannons were all aimed at the ground. At a single order, they could fire immediately.


Justice spoke.


[I wonder whether you now feel inclined to negotiate.]


“You have the wrong attitude for a negotiation.”


Jaehwan interrupted Justice.


“If you truly wanted to negotiate, your leader should have come personally.”


[I am also a leader of the Alliance.]


“Someone like you?”


Justice’s expression hardened.


[I do not understand what you mean.]


“What can you promise?”


[As I said earlier...]


“I heard my friend was taken to the seventh floor as a Doll. Bring him here. That is the minimum condition for negotiations.”


Justice’s lips twitched at Jaehwan’s condition.


[I see. So the rumor that you came to rescue a friend was true. What is your friend’s name?]


“Kim Yoonhwan. I’ll give you exactly five minutes.”


Ethan and Andersen were the ones startled by Jaehwan’s words.


What would happen to them if Jaehwan found his friend here?


They had come all this way. What if Jaehwan found his friend and left?


Justice searched for something for a moment, then tilted their head.


[Could you tell me your friend’s name again?]
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“Kim Yoonhwan. Four minutes remain.”


[I am sorry, but your friend’s name does not appear in our search. They may already be registered as a Doll, or be on the waiting list to be registered as one...]


“So you have no intention of negotiating.”


[Did I not tell you that your friend’s name is not here?]


“I’ll go up and check for myself.”


A powerful aura burst from Jaehwan’s body as he gripped Dokbul again.


Justice slowly raised one hand and narrowed their eyes.


[Are you serious?]


“The top floor of the tower is where I need to go anyway.”


The top floor of the tower.


The true end of the 〈Metaverse〉, reachable only after passing through the Alliance-controlled ninth floor.


Justice spoke in warning.


[Why do you wish to go there?]


“I told you. I have business there.”


[Whether it is wealth, honor, or strength, whatever can be obtained at the top floor of the tower, we can offer you the same.]


“No, you can’t.”


[Then this conversation was pointless from the start.]


The power of 「Fall」 began to gather within Jaehwan’s Dokbul.


In the distance, the volcanic eruption was growing larger and larger.


[You have fulfilled the Clear Conditions for the ‘Task’.]

[Survive until the world’s complete ‘Destruction’.]

[Time remaining: 15 minutes.]


Justice watched the falling volcanic ash.


[Arrogant Awakened One. Do you think this is our first time dealing with an ‘Awakened One’?]


Jaehwan’s brow twitched at the unexpected words.


[Do you know what humans become most vulnerable to when they turn into gods?]


Justice’s raised left hand dropped.


Andersen sensed the danger and shouted.


“Get out of the way!”


The next moment, something fired from the great warship’s cannon.


It was no ordinary shell.


The entire world seemed to shake unevenly, and Jaehwan felt his vision collapse for an instant.


「%@#$%Jae&%^Jae&^hwan%&hwan%^&Jae%&%!@#%$%&」

「#$A%$^#^$ki#%#$%Ryu@%#@#$%Maba%^&ra%$^#^」


Overwhelming noise gnawed at his ears.


Then incomprehensible messages began pouring into them.


「Die.■■Die.■■Die.■■Die.■■Die.■■Die.」

「Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab. Naked Stab.」

「Star Stream dimensional collapse Star Stream dimensional collapse Star Stream dimensional collapse Star Stream dimensional collapse Star Stream dimensional collapse Star Stream dimensional collapse」

「Justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order justice order」


Countless messages flooded in at once, violently assaulting his Mentality.


Pain like his head was about to burst filled his mind.


One by one, the sounds of the world disappeared. He could only see Justice’s lips moving as they muttered something.


[How is the world of gods?]


Too many values of information clouded his judgment.


All manner of Themes in the world flowed into his mind.


「Help mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp mehelp me」

「Killthatbastardkillthatbastardkillthatbastardkillthatbastardkillthatbastardkillthatbastardkillthatbastard」

「Don’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave medon’tsave me」


Some messages were simple.


「You can do it, can’t you? You can hear me, right? Kill every one of them. Because those bastards are...」

「Don’t. I’m scared. Please, this is fine as it is. Do you know what war is? People die. Everyone here will die because of you.」

「I don’t care. Just leave me alone. Don’t get in my way.」


Others were complex.


Words filled with sorrow, joy, hatred, rage, and every other emotion rained down through the air.


Justice looked upon the scene those words created and spoke.


[The moment every ‘god’ is born, they choose their Theme.]


Some gods heard only voices of justice. Some heard only the voices of those dying.


There were gods who heard only voices related to assassination, and gods who cared about nothing except nakedness.


No god could hear every Prayer.


Gods survived in this world by choosing their Theme and closing their ears to every other Prayer.


[What about you?]


Jaehwan staggered.


He had experienced something similar once before.


It had happened when he could not control the senses of 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」.


The disease of Awakened Ones Cheongheo had spoken of, ‘Alienation’.


[Seeing a world like a god’s does not make you a god, brat.]


Justice smiled and approached Jaehwan.


After Rupture’s second commander had turned the 〈Metaverse〉 upside down and left, the Alliance had developed a weapon specifically to deal with Awakened Ones.


The anti-Awakened One Setting weapon, 「Prayer Flood Wave」.


No Awakened One could keep their Mentality intact amid this tide of information.


Those who read, Dismantled, and Assembled the world of the 《Tree of Illusion》 to fight could not avoid hearing these ‘words.’


Yet if they closed their senses to avoid hearing the words, they could no longer properly wield the power of ‘Awakening’.


[At last, our Alliance will have an ‘Awakened One Doll’.]


The moment Justice slowly reached out, Jaehwan’s rigid body moved.


Only slightly and slowly, but it moved.


Jaehwan’s lowered head gradually lifted.


His bloodshot eyes glared at Justice.


[What?]


Startled, Justice signaled the great warship again.


A second wave of the flood crashed over Jaehwan.


「Don’t do this. You shouldn’t do this. Who are you to try something like that?」

「Don’t resist. It’s all right. The world is not that terrible. It is still a place worth living in.」

...


Within the endless stream of Prayers, Jaehwan’s arm moved very slowly.


It was clearly a movement meant to Stab at the enemy before him.


It was impossible.


Unless they were a god who had chosen a Theme, there was no way an Awakened One could resist this attack.


An Awakened One exposed to the flood of Prayers had to enter one of two states.


They would lose themselves in the flood of Prayers and collapse.


Or they would close their senses and become an ordinary human.


Jaehwan did not close his senses.


The silver flowing from his ears and nose proved it.


He was enduring.


He was hearing every voice, even those the gods themselves could not hear.


[How?]


Justice stepped back, unable to hide their shock.


Even as a high-grade god who had lived for more than two thousand years, Justice was not confident they could fully withstand such a baptism of Prayers.


A ‘god’ who could hear Themes that were not their own.


A being with a Mentality that would not collapse even within those distant 「Prayers」.


Had such a being ever existed in the 〈Metaverse〉, no, in the 《Abyss》?


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ cheers for ‘Jaehwan’!]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ shouts not to use such cowardly methods!]

[A considerable number of ‘Anonymous Gods’ cheer for ‘Jaehwan’!]


Justice’s face twisted as they raised their left hand again.


If they dragged this out any longer, the Alliance would be the side at a disadvantage.


[It would be best to end this here.]


He was a valuable specimen.


His soul would surely have made an extraordinary Doll.


That was why, if they could not have him, it was better to destroy him thoroughly here.


[Die within the Prayers you could not turn away from.]


Leaving those final words behind, Justice leaped into the air with the Alliance members.


A vast amount of World Force gathered within the great warship floating above.


A barrage powerful enough to turn the aboveground into a wasteland in one strike was condensing.


Jaehwan looked up at the great warship’s cannon with bloodshot eyes.


His vision kept blurring, then returning.


「Please save me」


Like the other gods, he could not bear every Prayer.


Normally, he might have overcome this crisis by closing part of his senses.


But for some reason, he felt that he could not do that this time.


Jaehwan heard every Prayer.


「The world would be better off without someone like you. Die. Please die.」

「Why are you trying to do this? Why? Who are you to do this?」

「Don’t. You are a good person. You are...」


“As for me.”


Jaehwan’s hand tightened around Dokbul.


For one instant, a path appeared through the baptism of Prayers rushing toward him.


Jaehwan walked forward along that path.


“I’m not a good person.”


Unlike the other gods, Jaehwan did not know what his ‘Theme’ was.


He was neither the ‘God of Nakedness’ nor the ‘God of Stab’.


He was simply...


「“What are you?”」


A human walking through a destroyed world.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.


As if answering his call, a world was summoned beneath his feet.


The scenery of a destroyed world.


The tower where those he remembered had lived rose behind him.


The memories of the tower settled into the sword in his grasp.


「“Jaehwan.”」


Words heard through the countless Prayers.


「“Then what is it that you truly want to do?”」


Jaehwan looked at the sky.


A massive eye was looking down at him.


「World Stab」


Dokbul cried out.


His World Force surged in an instant and shot toward the sky.


At the same time, the great warship’s cannon beyond his Sanctuary erupted in flame.


Rumble!


An enormous collision of World Force.


But Jaehwan stood alone, while three of the Metaverse Six Gods stood on the other side.


[Rakers. Galateon.]


At Justice’s signal, the great warship’s cannon output increased severalfold.


The force of the Stab, which had advanced while destroying the enemy’s 「Setting」, began to falter and get pushed back.


Silver dripped from Jaehwan’s mouth.


He lacked World Force.


He had expended too much World Force when escaping the Cube and while fighting Rakers.


The flood of 「Prayers」 had also shaken his Mentality badly.


At this rate, he would be pushed back.


Jaehwan calmly controlled his World Force.


He could still do this.


He could face them.


Just a little more.


Just a little more.


Before he knew it, the storm of World Force had pressed right up to him.


Jaehwan unconsciously looked to the side.


An empty Worldview.


He saw his shadow standing alone against the destroyed land.


Would things have been different if he had Companions?


If Yoonhwan had been there. If Seoyul had been there. If Jay and Hiren had lived. If Cheongheo, Karlton, Sirwen, Cayman, and...


Several figures entered his wavering vision.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


Runald repeatedly used Stab toward the sky.


His World Force was weak, but it was undeniably a Stab.


That Stab mixed with Jaehwan’s World Force and pushed back the barrage.


“Gyaaaah! If we die, we die together!”


Andersen also squeezed out her tiny amount of World Force and fired the Moya Moya Crow Cannon with all her strength.


Then...


“You are certainly not someone who could be called a ‘good person.’”


Ethan stood beside Jaehwan.


“You have a terrible way with words, no respect for your elders, and you strip anywhere you please.”


Crows were gathering in the sky.


The World Force flowing from Ethan’s body was steadily growing denser.


“But I do not dislike that about you.”


Jaehwan knew Ethan was strong.


At least General-class. Perhaps even Samyeong Garam...


No. Ethan Cart, standing before him now, was clearly ‘beyond that.’


It should have been impossible.


He was a God Without a Vicegerent.


A god without Followers could never possess this much World Force.


Jaehwan asked, “Didn’t you say you lacked World Force?”


“I said I had no Followers. I never said I lacked World Force.”


Looking closely, Jaehwan saw trust flowing from Ethan’s entire body into his mouth.


All the trust he possessed was slowly converting into World Force.


“I was not planning to use this today.”


Perhaps sensing the enormous increase in World Force, Justice’s voice came from above the great warship.


[Ethan, it is useless. Do you believe you can stand against the Alliance when you already lost to us five hundred years ago?]


“Justice.”


The King of Crows looked at the sky and smiled.


“Do you know what I did during those five hundred years?”


Ethan had endured countless years living in isolation beneath the Alliance.


He gathered countless Parts, sold Products, and lived through a time without a single Follower.


Five hundred years passed that way.


Ethan glanced at Jaehwan.


“You must have been disappointed after seeing the Six Gods. I know. Watch carefully from now on.”


A Sanctuary opened, and crows cried out from somewhere.


Crows darkened the sky as they tore into the great warship.


As the great warship’s output dropped for an instant, Ethan spoke.


“This is what the true 〈Metaverse〉 Six Gods are like.”


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Graveyard of Crows」.


It was not the Sanctuary Jaehwan had seen before.


It was so vast that he could not even estimate its breadth.


The entire sixth floor seemed to have become Ethan’s Sanctuary.


At Ethan’s gesture, an earthquake shook the entire sixth floor.


Something stirred beneath the ground, and Dolls began rising one by one.


Their number was strangely immense.


Tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands...


Dolls in crow masks rose without end.


[What are you doing... Ethan, what is this?!]


Justice let out a cry of shock after recognizing the Dolls’ appearances.


They had no choice but to react that way.


Every Doll there was someone they all remembered.


Hans, Christian, Marianne...


Those who had been Followers of the gods who had once stood with them.


Followers buried in this land were being reborn from history amid horrifying screams.


“You seem to have forgotten, Justice.”


One of the current Metaverse Six Gods.


Formerly third in the Metaverse rankings.


The King of Crows.


“This is the world from ‘five hundred years ago,’ where we fought.”


As long as this was ‘war,’ the crows would never lose.
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The crows in the sky swooped toward the great warship. Its smaller cannons opened fire on them all at once.


Justice’s voice rang out amid the scattering black feathers.


[Keep firing.]


The impatience in his voice soon became reality. Crows that had slipped into the great warship’s engine vents began detonating.


As the great warship lost power and descended, the aboveground Dolls drew their bowstrings as if they had been waiting for this.


“Aim.”


At Ethan’s command, the Dolls prepared their respective 「Settings」. They were not as powerful as they had been in life, but their destructive force could not be ignored.


There were at least several thousand of them.


“Fire.”


About half the arrows that arced high through the sky failed to follow their intended paths and fell. The other half struck the front of the great warship with perfect accuracy.


No matter how sturdy a great warship was, it could not withstand dozens of volleys like this.


Justice finally made his decision.


[Deploy.]


As if they had been waiting, Followers leaped from the great warship’s stern. The passengers began descending like paratroopers.


They were members of Fire, Mogi, and Bihwa, three of the Five Great Alliances. Low-grade and mid-grade gods descended in person, joined by Vicegerents and Dolls representing some high-grade gods.


The aboveground Dolls met them, each raising a spear or sword.


“The day has finally come.”


“Let us fight them together.”


“Join the battle!”


Even without Ethan’s orders, the Dolls moved of their own will.


They had waited five hundred years for this day alone.


“Gyaaaah!”


“They are just Dolls. Kill them all!”


With battle cries, the Dolls and Followers clashed in a tangled mass.


The Dolls did not yield an inch to the Alliance members’ momentum.


They could fight without fear because Ethan constantly supplied them with World Force.


Watching the endless flock of crows rise, Justice drew his sword in the sky.


[This will never end at this rate. I will deal with Ethan myself.]


[Justice, but...]


[Rakers, Galateon. Keep that Awakened One occupied from the great warship.]


Jaehwan stood aboveground where Justice’s blade pointed.


Kwwaaaaa!


He should have been struggling to stand after taking the 「Prayer Flood Wave」. Yet Jaehwan was still moving. His movements clearly carried a penalty, but every time he unleashed a Stab, Alliance members steadily fell.


Even in that condition, his Combat Power overwhelmed the Followers of high-grade gods.


That was a monster.


In a one-on-one fight, the only one in the Alliance capable of facing that monster was likely its Leader.


He could not let Jaehwan get that far.


The Leader.


As the sole passenger in the 〈Metaverse〉 free to board and disembark by virtue of being ranked first, he could come and go as he pleased.


He had briefly left due to other circumstances, but if he returned to the bus, Justice would have to explain all the turmoil that had occurred.


He could not allow any more damage. Justice dropped from beneath the great warship.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ points at Justice.]


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ thinks Justice is pathetic.]


[‘Anonymous God 583’ laments that Justice has not changed at all in five hundred years.]


[Some gods disapprove of Justice’s actions.]


Justice pressed his lips together and muttered inwardly.


What do those fools know?


He deflected several arrows that came hurtling toward him and landed on the ground. Up close, he could clearly see the Dolls’ faces.


They were Followers of the Revolutionary Army that had fought the Alliance five hundred years ago.


Familiar faces.


Followers of Andersen and Arteina. He also saw Followers of gods who had shared their cause.


Among those Dolls was one who had once been Justice’s own Follower.


「“Justice-nim.”」


「“I do not doubt that you will become the strongest god in the 〈Metaverse〉.”」


Justice, God of Definition.


The first of the Four Heroes to enter the 〈Metaverse〉 five hundred years ago.


[Benzene. It has been a long time.]


Justice remembered his Follower’s name. Benzene had once served at his side more closely than anyone.


[Rest now.]


Justice drove his sword into the Follower.


The instant the blade tore out the Doll’s heart, the Doll’s memories flowed into Justice.


It was a characteristic of Ethan’s Sanctuary, 「Graveyard of Crows」.


「“Losing the Holy War is not the end. We can grow stronger here. If we all work together to build our Worldviews and strengthen our Settings, we can still hold our own outside. I am confident as long as we are with you, Justice-nim!”」


An old memory.


Five hundred years ago, Justice had been a loser driven out of the Holy War in the Abyss and chased into the 〈Metaverse〉. He had dreamed of making a comeback here with his remaining Followers.


He had been a young low-grade god, filled with passion and spirit.


But what greeted him was the 〈Metaverse〉’s brutal reality.


「“You are the God of Justice! Why will you not save us? Why are you running away?”」


He lost his cherished Followers over and over. Some even betrayed him.


「“I am sick of your pathetic game of justice.”」


The ones who saved him as he gradually became a fallen god were his old Companions.


“Justice, what are you doing here? Are you still wandering around the third floor? You really are Justice with no sense of direction.”


“Just as expected of Justice, always arriving late.”


Justice often thought about it.


What would have become of him if Andersen and Arteina had not entered the 〈Metaverse〉 to save him back then?


“Justice!”


If that damned Ethan Cart had not been there.


Slash.


Ethan’s black blade flew through the air and grazed Justice’s cheek.


[Ethan.]


Justice swung his beloved sword, Judgment, at the charging Ethan.


[You do not know how I made it this far.]


The last five hundred years had been long for Justice as well.


If he lost here and was driven out of the tower, the foundation he had built over centuries would all collapse.


Most of the Settings he had used so effectively in the 〈Metaverse〉 would not work outside the tower. Skins and weapons made from exclusive Parts would lose their purpose.


[You do not know what I am capable of doing to protect this position.]


Ethan met Justice head-on and swung his own beloved weapon. Raven Claw, the sword that had fought alongside Ethan through thousands of battles, blocked Judgment’s blade.


“Is this really all you have?”


The collision of two World Forces shook the surrounding land as though it had been bombarded.


It was an immense clash of World Force.


“You betrayed your Companions and became the Alliance’s dog to grow stronger. Is this all that gave you?”


Ethan pulled a 「Part」 from his coat and put it over his mouth. It was his exclusive mask, made to inhale massive amounts of trust in battle.


The moment he inhaled, an enormous amount of trust converted into World Force.


Black World Force, like crow feathers, coiled around Raven Claw’s blade and sent Justice flying in one blow.


Rumble.


Covered in dust, Justice staggered to his feet.


“You could not defeat me five hundred years ago. Nothing has changed, Justice, God of Definition.”


[You always mocked my divine name.]


Justice planted his sword into the ground and caught his breath.


Looking at the line his sword had carved into the earth, he continued.


[But Ethan, I told you back then as well. I am not the God of Justice.]


Ethan’s expression changed.


Since when had Justice’s sword been drawing a strange pattern into the ground?


[You intend to face me even knowing my Sanctuary. You must have grown old.]


The pattern resembled a judge’s gavel. A bright light soon rose from it.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Sanctuary of Definition」.


Ethan knew that Sanctuary. He had seen that Worldview five hundred years ago.


“You can still only manifest it atop another god’s Sanctuary,” Ethan said.


[...]


“You have not changed, Justice. You are still a cuckoo. You should rename yourself the God of Bedbugs.”


At the same time, Ethan and Justice vanished.


In the brief instant it took to inhale, the two gods’ swords collided in the air with a fierce clang.


[I am the God of Definition.]


“You just said you were not the God of Justice. You still speak out of both sides of your mouth.”


[I am not Justice, the guardian of righteous order. I am Definition, the one who precisely defines the beings of the world.]


Whenever their battle intensified, Ethan’s Sanctuary, formed around the gavel pattern, grew brighter.


[That is the divine name I received to define gods filled with prejudice, like you.]


“Really? I only learned that after five hundred years. You should define your name as ‘Definition’ first, Justice.”


At last, the gavel pattern’s light reached its peak. Justice activated his Settings.


law-type Setting, 「Divine Weapon Restraint」

law-type Setting, 「Definition」.


In an instant, a wave of World Force rose above the gavel and bound Ethan’s body.


Justice placed a hand on Ethan’s shoulder.


[I announce the result of Definition for the 1,542nd round.]


A message appeared in the air.


[All conditions for ‘Definition’ have been satisfied.]

[The power of the law-type Setting, ‘Definition’, manifests.]


A terrifying amount of trust, nearly equal to what Ethan had used, flowed into Justice’s mouth.


[For ten minutes, a new ‘Definition’ takes effect in this Worldview.]


「The King of Crows ‘Ethan Cart’ is weaker than the God of Definition ‘Justice’.」


Ethan severed the force of 「Divine Weapon Restraint」 and quickly retreated.


Nothing seemed very different on the surface, but Ethan knew the true value of that Setting.


「Definition」.


It was a terrifying Setting that could reverse the balance of power as long as its conditions were met, though only for a short time.


It consumed an immense amount of World Force and trust, but that Setting was why Justice had risen to the position of one of the Metaverse Six Gods.


The only weakness of 「Definition」 was its short duration.


But Ethan did not even have that much time. The volcanic eruptions had been growing more frequent.


Ten minutes.


It was exactly the time remaining until this world’s destruction.


The nearby Dolls stepped in to block Justice’s path, as if they had been waiting.


They had to buy time somehow.


Boom!


More than ten Dolls blocking his path were hurled into the air with an explosive roar.


It happened in less than a blink.


[Was this really all you had, Ethan?]


Justice was suddenly right before him.


[Go ahead. Keep acting superior.]


Dozens of exchanges were traded through the air.


No, it could not even be called an exchange. It was a one-sided beating.


The moment Ethan, forced on the defensive, lost his grip on Raven Claw’s hilt, Justice’s fist buried itself in Ethan’s stomach.


Cough.


That was the beginning.


Face, stomach, shoulder.


Justice’s barrage continued, striking and shattering Ethan’s joints. Ethan could not even scream as he took every blow head-on.


Before long, the Doll Ethan occupied could no longer endure the impacts and collapsed to the ground.


Justice grabbed the limp Ethan by the collar and forced him upright.


For some reason, Justice stopped attacking for a moment and looked at Ethan.


More precisely, he looked at the Doll Ethan was using.


[Rachel Young. Andersen’s Vicegerent, was she not?]


“...”


[Do you know? Andersen came here to save me.]


Justice’s fist slammed into the Doll’s stomach.


It was a terrible blow that shook the Doll’s insides.


[She was my Companion. Until you showed up and joined us late.]


The moment the blow landed, Rachel Young’s memories spilled out.


Jihan, Ethan’s Vicegerent, and Rachel Young, Andersen’s Vicegerent, bickering as they walked away. Ethan and Andersen smiling as they watched their Vicegerents.


Justice waited for the memory to end as if watching a distant scene.


When the memory disappeared, Rachel Young’s bruised face was smiling.


“It seems I was not the one trapped five hundred years ago. You were.”


[Die together with the world you loved, Ethan.]


World Force gathered around Justice’s fist as he pulled it lightly back.


A blow more powerful than any he had delivered so far.


Just as Justice’s fist was about to move, as if putting the final mark on the memory...


[...]


Justice looked down at his arm.


[Did you come here to die?]


Jaehwan had a firm grip on Justice’s arm.


Justice looked Jaehwan over. Every shred of his clothing had been torn apart by the great warship’s attacks, and his entire body was covered in silver blood. His mind, already struck by the 「Prayer Flood Wave」, must have been in ruins.


Yet Jaehwan did not let go of Justice’s arm.


Justice tried several times to shake him off, but Jaehwan would not release him.


He still had this much strength left?


Justice was briefly taken aback, then his expression changed.


This was better.


Justice threw Ethan to the ground and twisted his grip around Jaehwan’s wrist as though restraining him.


[I announce the result of Definition for the 1,543rd round.]


Bright light rose from the six-pointed star beneath their feet.


[All conditions for ‘Definition’ have been satisfied.]

[The power of the law-type Setting, ‘Definition’, manifests.]


「‘Jaehwan’ is weaker than the God of Definition ‘Justice’.」


[For ten minutes, a new ‘Definition’ takes effect in this Worldview.]


It was the first time Justice had manifested 「Definition」 twice in one day.


It was truly excessive, and Justice felt his World Force suffer greatly.


Still, he needed to demonstrate the Alliance’s certain victory here, no matter what.


Boom!


Justice’s fist exploded against Jaehwan’s face.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Roars like cannon fire rang out.


He struck him again and again. The barrage was enough not only to turn someone to pulp, but to grind them into dust.


Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


How long had he been striking him?


Justice began to feel something strange.


His fist hurt.


Why?


Looking closely, Jaehwan was leaning his forehead forward and taking the punches head-on.


Did he have some kind of 「Stone Head」 Setting?


No. Even if he did, this should have been impossible.


「Definition」 had clearly taken effect.


Justice quickly checked the Setting’s status.


[‘Jaehwan’ is weaker than Justice, God of Definition.]


It was definitely working properly.


Then why?


[Unable to identify the ‘target of Definition’.]


What?


[An error has occurred in ‘Definition’!]

[An error has occurred in ‘Definition’!]

......


Setting messages filled his vision.


Justice turned pale, his lips trembling.


It was impossible. No matter how powerful an Awakened One was, he could not be immune even to a god’s 「Setting」.


[The target is an entity you cannot ‘define’.]


Justice hurriedly stepped back, trying to get away from Jaehwan.


But he could not escape.


Jaehwan’s hand had a firm grip on Justice’s wrist.


“Is it my turn now?”
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Boom! Boom! Boom!


Blows landed in a steady rhythm. Justice’s vision shook wildly in every direction. He could not remember the last time he had been beaten this badly.


Had it been when Andersen kicked him for borrowing her trust?


Or when he had been caught trying to make one of Ethan’s Dolls his Vicegerent?


[Justice! What are you doing?!]


The booming voice from the warship brought Justice back to his senses.


What was happening?


He could not make sense of the situation. He did not even understand why he was being beaten.


Amid his spinning vision, Justice heard the voice of his Sanctuary.


「DefinitionDefinitionDefinitionDefinitionDefinitionDefinitionDefinition」


The Sanctuary was giving him an order. It pointed at Jaehwan, who was raining punches down on him.


「Define that one.」


Justice shouted and grabbed Jaehwan’s arm.


[All conditions for ‘Definition’ have been satisfied.]

[The power of the law-type Setting, ‘Definition’, manifests.]


Justice’s Setting, 「Definition」, could only be activated when he made direct contact with a target’s soul within his own Sanctuary. That was how it was supposed to work.


[The target is an entity you cannot ‘Define’.]


[W-why not?!]


Jaehwan looked down at Justice with indifferent eyes.


“So the crow was right.”


Cold sweat beaded on Justice’s forehead.


He thought he knew what Jaehwan was seeing.


“Even gods are nothing more tha Vicegerents of their Worldviews.”


Justice cried out as if having a seizure.


[What nonsense are you talking about?!]


Justice barely escaped Jaehwan’s grip and swung his beloved sword wildly.


[Rakers! Galateon!]


At his command, artillery fire shot down from the sky and struck Jaehwan head-on.


Even if 「Definition」 did not work, there was no way Jaehwan could withstand the warship’s bombardment. Jaehwan did seem to be struggling against the barrage.


Still, the battle was not going in Justice’s favor.


“Defeat the Alliance bastards!”


Endless waves of Ethan’s Dolls rose and fought against the Alliance forces. At the heart of the battlefield stood Ethan Cart, supplying World Force to the Dolls. The trust that was constantly being converted into World Force dyed the surrounding air silver.


While Justice spent five hundred years enjoying himself in the Alliance, Ethan had prepared for this war alone.


Justice snapped at Ethan, who was smiling smugly.


[Do you already think you have won?]


“Justice, stop this. Please, come to your senses.”


A Moya Moya Crow was flapping its wings in the air beside him.


“You’ve done enough already, you bastard.”


Andersen.


“Do you really think Ethan is fighting you seriously?”


Justice’s eyebrow twitched.


“Do you think Ethan, who knows every one of your abilities, would let you beat him so easily?”


Ethan Cart, the King of Crows.


The strategist of the Revolutionary Army and a ruthless perfectionist.


Truthfully, Justice knew it too. That Ethan would never fall so easily to his Setting.


「“What a pathetic god. Lazy, incompetent, full of inferiority. Is passion your only virtue?”」


Ethan had always looked down on him.


Ethan, who mocked him by bringing up the God of Definition.


「“Still, the world probably needs gods like that too.”」


Even though Ethan was using a different Doll from five hundred years ago, that irritating smile had not changed.


Justice spoke through clenched teeth.


[Do you still think you are the ‘heroes’ from five hundred years ago?]


“Five hundred years ago or whatever. Do you think we care about that now? Justice, do you really not understand?”


[……]


“Did you really come all this way to fight us?”


[I.]


“You said it yourself earlier. You would guarantee my life and my Followers’ lives. You did not come here to fight, did you?”


When Justice fell silent, Andersen continued.


“You came because you learned I had returned to the Tower, and you wanted to protect me from the Alliance. I know. You are a fucking coward, but you were kind too.”


[……]


“But I’m sorry, I can’t accept your offer. We’re going to fight the Alliance.”


[You will lose, Andersen.]


“Maybe. That’s why I’m saying this.”


Justice looked at Andersen’s crow Doll. No matter which Doll she inhabited, no matter which Vicegerent she was with, Andersen’s expression never changed.


Even after five hundred years, she was still shining.


“Justice, help us.”


[The destruction of this Worldview is imminent!]


Lava was overflowing in the distance.


[Soon, this Worldview will disappear completely.]


Justice watched the wave of lava rushing toward them.


Andersen continued.


“I don’t know why you betrayed us. No, I won’t ask. So at least now…”


[The reason I betrayed you was.]


Why Justice had betrayed his former Companions.


Many had asked him that question. Yet the answer he had always given suddenly would not come to him. He did not know whether he had truly forgotten it, or whether he had made himself forget.


An injured Doll collapsed with a painful scream after being struck by the Alliance’s attack.


[I forgot.]


“Hey!”


Justice must have had a reason. Even if it had not been grand or admirable, there must have been something he wanted to do in this Tower badly enough to be called a coward.


Justice slowly bent over and checked the face of the Doll that had just fallen.


As expected, it was a face he knew.


「“No matter what anyone says, I like Justice-nim’s Worldview. Someday, everyone in this Tower will know your Worldview.”」


Maybe there were words he had wanted to hear, scenes he had wanted to see.


There must have been something he wanted to Define over the long years.


Then five hundred years passed.


Only one Definition remained within him now.


「The God of Definition ‘Justice’ is one of the ‘Metaverse Six Gods’.」


Justice raised his head and looked at Andersen.


[You will die if you go to the upper floors.]


Brilliant wings of light spread from Justice’s back, and his divine form shot into the sky.


[So why not use the Exit Bell here?]


Justice vanished into the warship’s hatch in an instant.


A moment later, another ‘Supermassive Door’ began opening in the air.


Ethan frowned.


“That coward is really going through with it.”


Additional Alliance great warships were being summoned to the sixth floor.


There were now three warships, 「Nebula」, waiting in the sky.


That was enough military force to start a Holy War not only in 〈Metaverse〉, but even in the 《Abyss》.


Soon, the gunports of the three great warships opened. Enormous amounts of World Force gathered in the barrels of the main guns as they began charging.


Ethan muttered.


“「World Bombardment」.”


“Do you know that Setting?”


“Five hundred years ago, half the Revolutionary Army disappeared to that barrage. Three minutes at most from charging to firing. We do not have much time.”


“Jaehwan-nim! Ethan-nim!”


During a lull in the bombardment, Runald, who had been fighting the Alliance members, ran toward them.


“Are you all right?”


Runald reached Jaehwan and supported him. Jaehwan was pretending to be fine, but Runald could vaguely sense his condition.


“It is time to choose.”


Ethan looked at Jaehwan, Andersen, and Runald.


“I will give you the conclusion first. With my current ability, I cannot withstand that bombardment. No matter what we do, we will only disappear with this world.”


“Is there really no way?”


Ethan nodded.


“Andersen. You have worked hard enough. I will tell you where there is an Exit Bell nearby.”


Three minutes until the bombardment.


Those three minutes were the time Justice had given them.


Just as Ethan had given Justice an opportunity, Justice had given them one as well.


“You spoke as though we could overcome anything, and now you are giving up here?”


“Reality and ideals are different. We can try again. It is better than all of us dying meaningless deaths here.”


“Then you all leave. I have to go up.”


“You do not know how terrifying those weapons are.”


He knew Awakened Ones were powerful. Yet their enemy had three massive war machines. The difference in combat power was not something a single god’s World Force could overcome.


Jaehwan did not yield.


“There is a way. I just lack World Force.”


Jaehwan opened and closed his fist as he checked his remaining World Force. He still had some left, but not enough.


It was only natural. He had had almost no chance to recover World Force while climbing 〈Metaverse〉 without rest.


Jaehwan tightly gripped the hilt of Dokbul.


It was a technique he had never used in actual combat.


But if he succeeded with it, it would produce far greater power than firing World Stab repeatedly.


Jaehwan held out his hand.


“Give me your trust.”


Ethan looked at Jaehwan’s confident expression as if he were fed up with him.


“Sorry, but I used all of it earlier.”


“You spent everything you had gathered over five hundred years already?”


“Of course. I activated a Sanctuary large enough to cover the entire sixth floor.”


Jaehwan frowned.


Could he use that technique while short on World Force?


There was no helping it. He had to try.


The World Force gathered in the warships’ barrels was growing denser. There could not have been even thirty seconds left.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.


The power of Fall bloomed around Jaehwan. Corpses and pools of blood appeared throughout the area, and the giant eye in the sky raised its eyelid.


Andersen shouted as if refusing to be outdone.


“Runald, take out all the trust you have! You stole a bunch from those Alliance bastards earlier, didn’t you?”


“Oh, you saw that?”


Runald and Andersen gave Jaehwan their trust. It was immediately converted into World Force and flowed into Jaehwan’s mouth. It was only a small help, but better than nothing.


Ethan muttered.


“You really intend to fight.”


“Of course. Take out your trust too. You must have some emergency savings hidden away. If we die here, it is all over anyway!”


Ethan gave a bitter smile.


Maybe, deep down, he had thought this was enough.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ worries for the Revolutionary Army’s safety!]

[The God of Fate ‘Minerva’ says it is impossible to face that!]


They had wounded the pride of the Metaverse Six Gods. They had not taken revenge for five hundred years ago, but they had given the gods of 《Little Brother》 a fresh shock. They had proven that they were still standing.


Even if they stopped here, no one could blame them.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ tells Jaehwan to run away quickly.]


Yet Jaehwan still did not run.


Of course he did not. This was not his destination.


Jaehwan’s eyes asked Ethan a question.


Are you really going to stop here?


The cry of a crow rang out from somewhere.


Ethan looked up at the sky without thinking.


The giant eye that occupied the Worldview’s sky. A few crows were flying around it.


They were not his crows.


“There are crows in this world too.”


Rumble.


In the distance, the warships’ guns were aiming at them.


Ethan spoke.


“I will lend you my world.”


Jaehwan turned to him in confusion. Ethan added,


“I have never succeeded at this even with my Companions, but you might be able to.”


At that moment, the warships began firing.


「World Bombardment」.


A barrage capable of wiping out an entire floor of the Metaverse began.


At almost the same time, Ethan’s World Force moved.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Graveyard of Crows」.


Ethan’s Sanctuary and Jaehwan’s Sanctuary met at their boundary.


Then, in an instant, Ethan’s Sanctuary opened that boundary.


Crackle!


Blinding sparks engulfed Jaehwan and Ethan. Ethan coughed up silver light.


“Ethan!”


Despite Andersen’s worried voice, Ethan did not give up.


It might have been a reckless attempt.


A technique that had never succeeded even five hundred years ago.


A Sanctuary was created from a god gazing upon the world through their unique perspective. A world shaped by prejudices and stubbornness accumulated over a long time.


The very idea of connecting two completely different Sanctuaries was absurd.


Still, Ethan did not stop.


“Ethan! Stop!”


Black flames caught on Ethan’s body.


Jaehwan’s Worldview was a world born to annihilate every world. Ethan’s world was no exception.


The giant eye in the sky looked down on Ethan.


His legs would not stop trembling.


Ethan stretched a trembling hand toward the sky.


If I am given another chance to fly toward that sky.


The next moment, a terrifying light burst from Ethan.


Andersen and Runald both shut their eyes for a moment against the pouring radiance.


When they opened them again.


“No, no…”


Ethan melted into the beam of light and vanished without a trace.


The merciless bombardment that poured down from the sky swept over them next.


“Goddess!”


Runald hugged Andersen’s crow Doll and rolled across the ground. Deafening explosions swept through the battlefield, and nearby Dolls burst apart.


This was the end. It had ended this meaninglessly.


Yet Runald’s small back remained unharmed even as the bombardment continued.


Since when had it been there?


A massive shadow covered the boy.


It was a tower.


The tower was protecting them from the bombardment.


Crows cried somewhere nearby. When Runald looked up, thousands of crows were spiraling around the tower.


“Ah…”


Even Andersen, who had lived for thousands of years, had only heard stories of it in legends.


Two Worldviews with different values and different beliefs connecting.


Sanctuary Bonding.


That miracle was happening before their eyes.


At the top of the tower, Jaehwan stood atop a giant crow.


“Branch.”


The crows of the ruined world began flapping their wings toward the sky.
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“Why are you still naked? Put some clothes on!”


Sirwen shouted in frustration as she watched the screen.

On the display, Jaehwan was still completely naked, stabbing his enemies to death. The waves of Alliance troops seemed endless.

Cheongheo, who had been glaring at the screen beside her, added a comment of his own.


“Are we still not at Caspion?”

“Did you already forget me saying it would take more than half a month? And why are you pulling out hardtack? Are you seriously worried about him?”


Crunch. Cheongheo bit into the hardtack.


“Being worried doesn’t mean I can’t eat.”

“You said that Rupture brat went to help him! Then why can’t I see them all of a sudden?”

“It was a sudden request, so they must have their own circumstances...”

“Sirwen-nim, the enemy’s movements are unusual.”


At Karlton’s words, enormous warships appeared on the screen. The Alliance’s weapon of large-scale war, the great warship 「Nebula」 series.

Those weapons were notorious not only in 〈Metaverse〉 but throughout the whole of 《Abyss》, and they were Parts Sirwen knew well.


“Damn it, our Destruction should have been there!”


By sheer coincidence, the 「Fall」 they were riding had been designed to drive back that very 「Nebula」 series.

A moment later, the fully charged warships opened fire all at once.


Boom-boom-boom-boom-boom!


The warships visible on the screen were not the new-model versions of the 「Nebula」 series. Even so, a single old Nebula was enough to turn a small Site into complete ruin.

There was no way Jaehwan, who had no proper Parts to speak of, could face a weapon like that.


“Did that brat have a Part like that in his Unique World?”


Crumbs of hardtack spilled from Cheongheo’s mouth. Sirwen also stared blankly at the screen.

A gigantic tower was enduring the Alliance’s bombardment.

Sirwen murmured in a trembling voice.


“That’s...”


Her eyes trembled. She knew that tower as well.

It was the second work created by her godfather, Master Mulack.


The Tower of Nightmares 「Fortress of Regret」.


It was the tower Jaehwan had spent his entire life inside.

That tower, the one that had once made his life a nightmare, now stood tall upon Jaehwan’s Worldview, protecting others.

Sirwen bit down hard on her trembling lip.

She did not know how to describe the guilt and exhilaration surging inside her.


‘Godfather, are you watching too?’


Was he watching this from somewhere on the Tree of Illusion as well, this sight of the human who had destroyed the tower he made finally trampling even the domain of the gods?


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ says that tower looks kind of familiar.]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ asks if that is not a famous tower.]


Sirwen flinched and checked the messages.

She was not the only one who remembered that tower.

By now, news of Jaehwan had likely spread not only through 《Abyss》 but across all of 《Great Realm》.


[‘Anonymous Lord 54’ has entered the broadcast!]

[‘Anonymous Lord 21’ has entered the broadcast!]


Messages announcing the arrival of Lords had started appearing at some point.

Perhaps even the Lords of the twelve zones were watching Jaehwan’s broadcast.

A few years ago, Jaehwan had dealt the Lords of 《Great Realm》 a devastating blow when he escaped 《Chaos》. If so, it was entirely possible that gods connected to the Lords would start moving now.

Growing anxious, Sirwen bit her nails and raised the ship’s output.


‘Just how far are you planning to blow this up, you idiot.’


On the screen, Jaehwan, mounted on a giant crow, could be seen flying toward the warships.


* * *


At the same time, Rene was watching Jaehwan on the same screen.


“Aaaaah! Hang in there, Naked Stab!”


[A new viewer-god ranking record has been set!]

[178,234 people are currently watching your broadcast.]


Among all the content created in this 〈Metaverse〉 over the last several centuries, there had never been a live broadcast with this many simultaneous viewers.


[The ‘War of the Six Gods’ event is currently underway in 〈Metaverse〉.]

[〈Metaverse〉 is holding an attendance event exclusively for new passengers.]


As if it had been waiting for this very moment, 〈Metaverse〉 was also running all kinds of events to attract new passengers.

The Alliance was doing the same.


[Alliance ‘Bihwa’ has launched a new ‘Part gacha draw’.]

[Alliance ‘Fire’ has launched a new ‘Skin gacha draw’.]


Even while their leaders were fighting with their lives on the line, the Alliance kept launching new products. They were probably that confident in their leaders’ victory.

But they still did not know.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ says you never know until you measure them against each other.]


This was no longer the Alliance’s “game.”

Even Rene, who had watched over 〈Metaverse〉 for more than a thousand years, could not predict the outcome of this battle.

There was only one thing she was certain of.


[Many gods are watching how the ‘War of the Six Gods’ will unfold.]


By tomorrow, everyone in 《Abyss》 would know about this incident.


* * *


Jaehwan looked down at the pitch-black armor covering his entire body. Ethan’s exclusive Setting, 「Raven Armor」, was protecting him.

Every time he swung Dokbul, the path of the incoming bombardment twisted away. The shells he could not block were stopped by Ethan’s armor.


[Still far?]


Ethan, transformed into a giant crow, spoke.

Flying through the air with Jaehwan on his back, Ethan evaded the bombardment with outrageous aerial maneuvers.


“Not much farther now.”


The waves of World Force dwelling in Dokbul had grown dangerously violent.

Thanks to sharing Ethan’s World Force through Sanctuary Bonding, Jaehwan’s technique was being prepared far faster than before. Even the durable Dokbul seemed to struggle to contain that World Force, letting out a low, pained hum.


[I cannot hold out much longer. End this as quickly as possible.]


After carrying Jaehwan through another display of acrobatic flight, Ethan spoke in a strained voice.

The crow’s wings wavered uneasily.

Jaehwan could feel it too. Merely maintaining the Bonding was likely forcing Ethan to endure the pain of his existence being burned away.


[Fire!]


「World Bombardment」 poured from the guns of the great warships. The sky of the Sixth Floor blazed with dazzling light.

If it had struck aboveground, the world itself would have been torn apart.

They slipped free of the barrage through Ethan’s exquisite flying, only for a golden spear to come streaking in from a blind spot.


[Fool. Just because you got lucky and defeated Rakers, do you think that puts you on equal footing with the Six Gods?]


The shining spear, Galateon, swung their sacred spear as they flaunted their World Force.

It was a stab without the slightest hesitation.

After facing the Awakened One Jin Eunsae, they had clearly gained confidence. They showed no sign at all of fearing Jaehwan.

In midair, the shining spear and Dokbul collided with a thunderous roar.


Boom!


Driven back dozens of meters by that single clash, Galateon stared blankly at their own arm.


Their treasured weapon had snapped cleanly in half.


And if Jaehwan hadn’t held back at the last instant, Galateon would have lost the entire arm.

As Galateon retreated in shock, Jaehwan did not give chase. Instead, he charged World Force once more.

Ethan spoke.


[Jaehwan.]


“Thirty seconds.”


The World Force dwelling in Dokbul had now taken on a fully black glow. It was a darkness so deep it looked ready to swallow everything in the world.

Rakers’s frantic shout came from the warship.


[Concentrate all firepower! His goal is to hold out until the world is destroyed!]


Jaehwan had already cleared the Sixth Floor Task. Once this world vanished, he would naturally move up to the next floor.

By now, the furious volcanic eruptions had left more than half of the land covered in lava. The Alliance forces, growing desperate, had started to waver as well.


“We can’t keep doing this!”

“An order’s an order, but this is insane!”


Unlike Jaehwan, the Alliance troops had not entered the Sixth Floor after receiving a Task, and if the world was destroyed, they could be swept into annihilation. Some of the Alliance members who had already been seized by fear were opening Doors and fleeing to the upper floors.

Galateon, who had retreated in haste toward the great warships, also spoke in a low groan.

If they were caught in the aftershock of annihilation, there was no guarantee that either the great warships or the Metaverse Six Gods would come through safely.


[Would it not be better to fall back this time? This is not our only chance.]

[Galateon. If that monster reaches the Seventh Floor, do you really think we will be able to handle him then?]


Rakers snarled viciously. Galateon and Justice might have been willing to yield, but Rakers could not yield for a reason of their own.

They had already manifested their Sanctuary and still suffered a brutal defeat at Jaehwan’s hands. If they lost this battle as well, there was a very real chance they would no longer be guaranteed a place among the Metaverse Six Gods.

From the central warship, Justice’s voice rang out.


[We end this here.]


All three great warships began firing at once.

It was an attack that poured out most of their remaining World Force.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ is intoxicated by the thrill of battle.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ delights in this life-or-death battlefield!]


The color of the sky flashed strangely, and a moment later the airspace around the warships was swallowed in dazzling light.


Galateon, the Shining Spear.

Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Holy Spear of Victory」.


Rakers, the God of Assassination.

Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Shadow of All Weapons」.


Justice, the God of Definition.

Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Sanctuary of Definition」.


Three of the Metaverse Six Gods manifesting their Sanctuaries at the same time.

Galateon’s unnaturally enlarged sacred spear, Rakers’s myriad weapons cast across the pitch-black storm clouds, and beyond that even the pattern of a hammer embroidered across the heavens.

It was the kind of grand spectacle one might not witness twice in a generation.


[Many gods are purely awed by the martial might of the ‘Metaverse Six Gods’!]


Galateon’s spear shot out, followed by Rakers’s myriad weapons. The guns of the warships, strengthened by the effect of 「Definition」, spat fire all at once.

Even if Ethan Cart or Andersen had returned in their prime, they could not have stopped this attack. No god or Lord could survive that bombardment.

The moment the all-out offensive of the three gods blotted out every direction with nowhere left to run, Jaehwan’s Dokbul finally moved.


“I’m starting.”


The crow spread its wings wide and nodded.

Like a bird flying toward the sun, Ethan dove into the center of the bombardment with Jaehwan on his back.

The space before them turned white, and the searing heat began burning their skin.

The warships’ bombardment bleached the world like a white canvas.

Black sparks started crackling across Jaehwan’s Dokbul. It was a movement utterly unlike anything that had come before.


Jaehwan Style, First Form.


This technique was the culmination of all the experience Jaehwan had accumulated while facing formidable foes. He had fought Samyeong Hun, Darkness’s strategist, and the highest-ranking Generals. He had caught glimpses of the Combat Power wielded by the transcendent being Catastrophe and measured the Combat Power of the Twelve Great Lords and the Seven Divine Thrones he had yet to face. Through it all, Jaehwan had reached one conclusion.

Unless he surpassed them, he would never reach the end of this world.

He despaired, he faltered, and even so he refused to give up until the very end.


At last, Jaehwan created this technique.


It could not be called a Stab or a slash, and it was a Setting unlike any technique Jaehwan had used before.

If it absolutely had to be called something, then it was this.


「Constellation Rending」


As if joining one end of a canvas to the other, a black and ominous straight line split the heavens.

In the next moment, every scene before his eyes ripped in half, like paper torn by an irresistible force.
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The first to face Jaehwan’s attack was Galateon, who had been bombarding the front lines.


Galateon’s Setting, 「Final Spear」, was capable of splitting a continent in half with a single strike.


Galateon trusted the power of the Setting that had made them one of the Metaverse Six Gods. The Sanctuary 「Holy Spear of Victory」 had even been deployed throughout the nearby airspace, maximizing the spear’s power.


[What?]


It took less than a second for the golden spear Galateon had thrown to vanish completely, from tip to shaft. The space before them warped. Everything in sight was being torn in two along a pitch-black line.


Destruction approached slowly, but surely.


Galateon flinched and looked down at their body. A black line had already been drawn across their chest.


[Ah.]


Those were Galateon’s last words.


Their Doll split along the black line and vanished all at once. Their shattered Worldview scattered through the air like broken glass, its fragments glinting gold.


Rakers saw the unbelievable sight clearly as well.


In this 〈Metaverse〉, the death of a Follower or the destruction of a Doll was painful, but not a fatal loss. Gods did not die simply because they lost a Vicegerent or Doll.


So why?


Rakers felt an ominous premonition.


[Galateon?]


There was no answer.


Rakers sent messages through the Alliance channel and the 《Little Brother》 network, but received no response.


Even more shocking was the complete absence of Galateon’s presence. Neither their Sanctuary nor their World Force could be felt. No trace remained of anything that symbolized Galateon, the Shining Spear.


When Rakers saw the 「Nebula」 under Galateon’s command split in half, they instinctively stepped back.


[What, what is this?]


A power that annihilated both a god and their Worldview at once.


Very few gods in this 《Abyss》 possessed such Settings. The Seven Divine Thrones, for example. Ignis’s famed 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」 or Droyan’s 「Black Flame Dragon」.


Rakers had heard that the commanders of the 「Rupture」 possessed similar powers as well.


They did not know whether that attack belonged to the same category. All they knew for certain was the horrific sight unfolding before them.


Rakers rapidly pulled back the warship under their command and shouted.


[Retreat! Retreat at once!]


Rakers invoked the Alliance’s authority and opened a ‘Supermassive Door.’


This was no time to cling to a title among the Six Gods. It was not too late. They had to get out, even now. As long as they could somehow escape this world, there was still a way to survive.


Rumble!


Yet the ‘Supermassive Door,’ which had only opened halfway, began to close again.


[What is this? Open it. Open it again!]

[You cannot.]


The voice from the rear of the formation belonged to Justice.


[Justice. What are you doing? Have you still not come to your senses after seeing that? Open the Door again! Now!]

[If you run from here, you will die. Have you forgotten what kind of being Leader is?]


Leader.


The being who had raised the Alliance to its current position, and the strongest god in 〈Metaverse〉.


Rakers’s eyes wavered for a moment. But this was more urgent.


[It is better to die later than die now. Open the Door! Right now!]


Rakers chose to flee.


Justice did not allow it.


Rakers’s warship turned its weapons on Justice.


[Open the Door right...]


Rakers’s voice trailed off.


Their lips moved as they looked down at their Doll with eyes full of disbelief. A thin black line ran across their torso.


A moment later, Rakers and their warship were torn apart together.


Justice watched destruction approach.


The horizon of destruction drew closer, ripping apart two 「Nebula」 warships like toys.


For some reason, Justice remembered a certain 「Setting」 they had seen long ago. Back when they had just become a novice god. The Settings they had witnessed during the Seven Divine Thrones’ exhibition match.


At the time, Justice had thought:


I want a ‘world’ like that too.


Justice had been a novice god overflowing with passion and spirit. Under the guide responsible for their hatching, Justice dreamed of becoming a god.


“You must find something you can think about forever. That will become your ‘world.’”


Justice had met Andersen and Arteina.


They had joined forces with other low-grade gods to seize Sites, and gathered together to recruit Followers. They had celebrated whenever a new Follower joined them.


They had pointed at one another’s crudely made Settings and laughed, then talked late into the night while boasting about their Vicegerents.


Those were the days when they longed for communication despite knowing it was impossible. Days when they could reach out to someone without fearing betrayal.


A pitch-black line appeared across Justice’s outstretched fingertips.


Justice blankly looked down at their fingers.


A black wave covered their vision, accompanied by a sensation like cool air rushing through their ears. Sound, smell, every sense that connected Justice to this world was being severed one by one.


In their final moment, Justice remembered Ethan’s playful words, the words they had hated so much.


「“Hey, Justice, God of Definition.”」


Justice gave a quiet laugh.


* * *


When Ethan opened their eyes again, they realized they were still alive. Their body barely moved, as though every bone had been broken.


Ethan slowly took a deep breath and opened their eyes.


How long had they been unconscious?


As their milky vision cleared, Ethan saw the sky torn in half. Their mind finally cleared.


Ah, right.


They remembered charging toward the warships with Jaehwan on their back. World Bombardment beginning. Their wings being torn apart.


Jaehwan’s Dokbul cutting through the air.


Then came the unbelievable sight Ethan had witnessed afterward.


They had won.


Ethan had never shed tears before, so none fell now. Instead, their whole body filled with the relief that had built up over five hundred years.


They had endured long humiliation for this moment. They had gathered trust and endured life among Dolls.


The sky had been carved apart like a torn canvas. Having used even their last grain of trust, Ethan had earned this view.


Ethan muttered, “What a damn expensive admission fee.”


“Are you awake?”


Ethan turned their head with difficulty and saw the man who had created that sight.


Ethan understood.


That man would become 〈Metaverse〉’s hero. Everyone in the 《Abyss》 would learn of the scene he had created.


A new legend would be born.


Yet the person at the center of that legend looked indifferent. As if defeating three of the Six Gods was not enough, Jaehwan lightly wiped his sword clean before looking down at Ethan.


“Can you stand?”


“I think that will be difficult.”


The Doll was damaged everywhere. Not only its joints, but even the core that controlled its World Force had stopped responding.


Ethan smiled bitterly.


“I will have to apologize to Rachel.”


“Ethan!”


Andersen flew over, Runald dangling beneath her. The path they crossed cracked and crumbled apart. Ethan had felt heat against their skin, and upon closer inspection, the nearby ground was floating atop lava.


[The destruction of the current ‘world’ is underway.]

[Passengers who have completed their Task, please escape the world.]


The dying world was vanishing from its distant edges.


Soon, this world would disappear completely. It would remain in Metaverse history as a few lines of text.


Ethan watched the collapsing world for a moment before speaking.


“Are you going to make every world look like this?”


Ethan clearly remembered Jaehwan’s world, which they had witnessed during Sanctuary Bonding.


A world that was frighteningly true and lonely.


No Follower would want to live in such a world.


“I hope the humans of this world never learn about yours.”


“...”


“I hope the ending you dream of fails.”


“If you have the strength to say such pointless things...”


Ethan swallowed a coughing breath and said, “I hope you are a little less lonely.”


Having seen Jaehwan’s world, Ethan understood.


Even if he broke, Jaehwan would never abandon his path.


Ethan briefly glanced at Andersen, then added, “But whatever I say, you will still achieve what you desire. Then protect Andersen until you destroy the world. This is my request.”


Ethan extended their left hand toward Jaehwan. The instant Jaehwan clasped it, Ethan’s power flowed through their joined hands.


Ethan said, “It should help quite a bit. After all, it is a Setting of the Metaverse Six Gods.”


“I understand, so get up already.”


“There is still something I have to do here. You leave first.”


“What nonsense are you talking about?”


Ethan looked over the fallen Dolls one by one.


“I will leave with these people. Go on ahead.”


“What? Hey, you...”


“Andersen.”


The moment their eyes met, Andersen understood Ethan’s resolve.


A stubborn crow.


Ethan never knew how to yield. Perhaps that was why they could become friends.


“There is something I need to give you.”


The next moment, Ethan’s presence vanished from within Rachel Young.


Rachel Young’s Doll’s eyes went blank for an instant, then light slowly returned to them.


Andersen murmured in shock, “Rachel?”


Rachel Young’s Doll looked up at Andersen. Her lips trembled as if she still remembered her.


Yet before the Doll could say anything, she closed her eyes again.


The next moment, an old Doll lying nearby staggered toward them. It had been one of the Dolls Ethan controlled. On closer inspection, Ethan’s presence had moved into that Doll.


“Ethan, you...”


“Rachel has not completely become a ‘Doll’ yet. I could not save her even with my technique, but I did succeed in putting part of her soul into hibernation.”


Only then did Andersen understand why Ethan had personally controlled Rachel Young’s Doll all this time.


“Ah...”


She could feel it.


Faint, but unmistakable. Rachel’s soul was inside her Doll.


“Take Rachel with you. I could not save her, but there may be someone at the top of this tower who can.”


The Driver of the Metaverse was on the tower’s highest floor, a being who controlled every rule of this tower.


Such a being might be capable of restoring a shattered soul.


At Andersen’s request, Jaehwan opened his Sanctuary slightly and stored Rachel Young’s Doll away like a Part.


Ethan watched it all and spoke.


“Go now. There is not much time.”


“Ethan. You will really follow, right?”


“Of course. Just as I did five hundred years ago.”


Ethan smiled, and Andersen nodded.


[The ‘Door’ to the seventh floor opens.]


The Door soon opened, and Runald and Andersen entered first.


Jaehwan did not enter immediately. He watched Ethan for a moment.


As if knowing what Jaehwan was about to say, Ethan spoke first.


“Do not worry. I still have trust left.”


Ethan quietly smiled with the lips of a Doll that could barely move.


Jaehwan watched Ethan for a long time before speaking.


“Alright.”


Jaehwan turned and disappeared through the Door, leaving Ethan alone.


The Doll’s breathing gradually slowed.


[No trust remains.]


Jaehwan had probably known everything.


Ethan was a God Without a Vicegerent. Once all their trust ran out, they could no longer maintain their existence.


The Dolls Ethan had controlled began to slump to the ground one after another, as though their strings had been cut.


「Ethan-nim.」


Ethan’s last remaining Dolls staggered toward them.


“You were alive.”


「Of course. Who do you think we are?」


“You could have followed Andersen.”


They were the ones who had protected the village alongside Ethan.


Hans, Christian, Marianne.


Followers from five hundred years ago.


「We were once Andersen-nim’s Followers.」


The Dolls gathered around the dying Ethan and held Ethan’s hand.


「But now, we are your Followers.」


They joined hands and prayed.


「For the end, we will pray for you.」


The Dolls’ prayers did not turn into World Force. They had no souls.


Even so, Ethan listened to those prayers again and again.


Whenever Ethan’s World Force decreased, another Doll’s prayer faded away. Five hundred years of history they had cherished and protected was setting, one piece at a time.


It had been a long battle.


Before long, every prayer had vanished, and every Doll had stopped moving.


In the distance, a wave of lava rolled closer.


Ethan slowly closed their eyes.
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That was when Ethan heard a faint voice.


As waves of lava swallowed everything aboveground, someone was calling for him.


It was incredibly faint, but unmistakable.


A prayer.


Someone was praying to him.


「This is far too shabby to be called the ‘Graveyard of Crows.’」


It was impossible.


He had no Vicegerent or Followers. All his World Force was gone. Even his remaining Dolls were gone.


Then who could possibly be praying to him?


Could it be...


Ethan opened his eyes after recovering the slightest bit of World Force from the power of that prayer.


“Why are you...”


His former Vicegerent, the Follower who had betrayed him.


Jihan stood there, silver light spilling from their entire body. They seemed to have somehow survived the fierce battle.


Ethan smiled faintly at Jihan.


“I see. Were you waiting to devour me? Do as you please.”


He had already known that Jihan had created a 「Part」 capable of using ‘God Devouring.’


Yet Jihan shook their head.


「Even if I devour you, I will not survive.」


Jihan looked down at their wounds.


Both hands, the ones needed to use ‘God Devouring,’ had been completely destroyed. Everything below where their intestines had been was empty. Their lower jaw was shattered too, leaving them unable to speak. It was a miracle they were still holding on.


「I have already suffered God Severance. That bastard Rakers even took my ‘Concept God.’ Even if I survive by some miracle, I will only become a Lost One in this state.」


Jihan collapsed onto the ground.


「It is fortunate that prayer does not require both hands. You were never a god who cared about empty formalities.」


Together, they looked up at the night sky of the ruined world. Scalding lava rolled toward their feet like sea foam.


This was the result of the past five hundred years.


It was laughable.


A former Follower who could do nothing but pray, and a powerless god who could do nothing but silently listen to that prayer.


Ethan looked up at the sky.


The immense wound Jaehwan had left in it.


A small painting of destruction he had created by dedicating his life to it.


It was certainly a magnificent sight.


Yet another thought came to him.


Was it truly enough to simply watch that? Could he really say that he had lived his life just to see it?


Was he not curious about that World After the Fall?


「Ethan, have you ever prayed?」


Jihan had been his Vicegerent for an age, even if they were no longer his Follower. They must have already known his heart inside out, even without their link.


Feeling as though he wanted to smoke a cigarette, Ethan answered.


“I wonder. Perhaps I should, even now.”


Who would hear a god's prayer?


Then his former Vicegerent answered.


「Do you want to fly again, Crow?」


A Vicegerent. A being that carried out a god's will and fulfilled that god's long-held desire.


A chilling sensation ran through Ethan's mind.


“Jihan.”


The light in Jihan's eyes was fading.


They had left him, claiming there was something they wanted to do.


They had openly foretold their betrayal before joining the ‘Alliance,’ saying they could not achieve what they wanted in Ethan's Worldview, 「Graveyard of Crows」.


And yet that person now said,


「Turn me into your Doll.」


They were asking him to accept them again.


「I still have World Force and trust left. If you turn me into a Doll, you can live.」


“No.”


Jihan had left to pursue their dream. Taking them back now, especially as a ‘Doll,’ would be no different from acknowledging their failure.


“Stop talking nonsense. Use the ‘Door’ and go to a higher floor. Your injuries are grave, but if you are lucky, you may survive.”


「I know the state of my body best.」


Jihan's prayer was growing weaker.


「I heard that the ‘God Without a Vicegerent’ only accepts dying ‘Followers’ as their Dolls. Was that rumor false?」


“...”


「You have not flown enough yet.」


While Ethan hesitated, the waves of lava had already drawn close.


「There is no time. I will not last much longer either.」


Jihan's breathing was growing harsher.


Ethan asked, “Do not regret this.”


「You will be the one who regrets it.」


Ethan looked at Jihan with confused eyes.


He could not understand why the person who had betrayed and left him was making this choice.


But Jihan was sincere.


Ethan slowly placed a hand on Jihan's head. Jihan's soul form began winding around his fingertips.


Almost no time remained. He was not sure whether he could turn Jihan into a Doll in time, or adjust them into a state that could be possessed.


Jihan's fading prayer reached him like a strange language.


「To be honest, I forgot all that grand talk about equality between gods and humans a long time ago.」


It sounded like a letter abandoned halfway through.


Jihan continued.


「What importance could such things have? The era we lived through has all faded away. The passion we had then disappeared long ago. Everyone we lived alongside is dead, and nothing precious remains.」


“Do not speak, Jihan.”


Jihan's prayer was fading. Their life force was rapidly going out.


「For so long, I searched for the world I wanted, for a god who could give it to me. Yet after wandering in circles, the final world I found was here.」


Jihan's eyelids slowly fell.


「Now that I see it again, the world you see is not so bad either.」


“I said do not speak.”


Ethan swallowed back the lump rising in his throat.


What was a world? What were gods and Followers?


Why did gods and Followers exist in this world, forcing them to live through such pain? Why did those who could give nothing to each other have to endure life while producing nothing but tragedy?


As if answering Ethan's question, Jihan's lips parted.


「This is my final prayer.」


Like a dying candle burning through its last wick, the prayer was distant, yet clear.


And Ethan knew.


For the rest of his life, he would never be able to forget this prayer. It would become the one question he would have to contemplate forever.


「Live on, God Without a Vicegerent.」


A moment later, lava swept over them, and everything disappeared.


[The Worldview, 『500 Years Ago, the Age of Great Revolution』, has been destroyed.]

[Searching for survivors.]

[There are no surviving passengers in this Worldview.]

[All Tasks on the 6th Floor of 〈Metaverse〉 have ended.]


* * *


〈Metaverse Six Gods War〉.

The incident in which three of the Alliance's Six Gods were killed on a battlefield from five hundred years ago shook the entire 《Abyss》 the next day.


―Shock! Half of the Metaverse Six Gods are dead!

―Who will become the new Six Gods Candidate?

―The disaster created by a single ‘Awakened One.’


People wondered about ‘Jaehwan,’ the one responsible for this incident, and about how the balance of power in the 《Abyss》 would change because of it.


―Who is ‘Naked Stab’?

―Who will be the new ruler of 〈Metaverse〉?


A man with flaming hair muttered as he rapidly flicked through the news on the screen.


“I told you, the ones below know how to fight. Right?”


As if responding to him, flames flickered lightly in the air.


“Still, these bastards are late again, God.”


The man lounged deep in a luxurious chair, his legs stretched out across the table.


His nickname was the ‘Scorching Karavan.’


He was one of the most famous Vicegerents in the entire 《Abyss》.


The reason was simple. It was because of the god he served.


A god said to have the worst personality among the Seven Divine Thrones, and the owner of 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」, one of the strongest 「Settings」 in the 《Abyss》.


The gods of the 《Abyss》 called this great god with reverence.


Third Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Owner of the Third Site, ‘Tropical Night.’


The God of Flames, Ignis.


Ignis was currently irritated inside Karavan's head.


The goddess's voice echoed in his mind.


[Those Seven Divine Thrones bastards have never arrived on time even once.]


Karavan rose from his seat and casually looked around the interior of the pure white hall.


〈Sacred Hall〉.


This was where the Seven Divine Thrones held their conferences every few years.


For the past hundred years, there had been no real agenda. They only exchanged a little idle chatter before leaving. Still, unless there was a special reason, attendance was mandatory.


“The First Seat will not come this time either, right?”


[I told you before, I have never seen that bastard either. Or perhaps...]


Ignis's gaze turned toward the ceiling.


The hall's wide-open ceiling.


[Perhaps the First Seat is already here.]


The ‘Sacred Hall’ had only six seats. The reason there were only six seats despite being the meeting place of the Seven Divine Thrones was simple.


The remaining seat was somewhere high in that distant, invisible sky.


A moment later, a bright pillar of light appeared over one of the seats.


Someone had joined the meeting.


A pale, slender handsome man with black shaggy hair covering his eyes.


Only one of the Seven Divine Thrones preferred Vicegerents with that sort of appearance.


Second Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Owner of the Second Site, ‘Naraka.’


The Dragon God Droyan.


With an enormous pillow Doll hanging from their back, Droyan perched lazily on the chair, held the Doll close, and gazed at it affectionately. Then Droyan suddenly began speaking to the Doll.


[Mimi Nya, you are late, so you should apologize to the other gods.]


Astonishingly, the drawing on the pillow Doll looked teary-eyed and bowed ninety degrees toward Karavan. A speech bubble even rose above the pillow.


‘Sorry! Sorry!’


Karavan watched the sight with a slightly dazed expression before muttering,


“I cannot get used to that one, God.”


[Neither can I.]


While god and Follower whispered together, a pillar of light appeared above the seat opposite the Second Seat.


When the light faded, a mysterious figure in a white mask appeared.


One of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Owner of the Seventh Site, ‘Epoche.’


The God of Madness, Nameless.


A mysterious Divine Throne about whom almost nothing was known among the Seven Divine Thrones.


Even Karavan had hardly ever spoken with Nameless.


Ignis began speaking through Karavan's mouth.


[So... there are only three this time?]


The meeting could hardly proceed in this state.


One was staring only at their Doll, while the other had never once spoken through an entire meeting.


Ignis let out a quiet sigh and began.


[The First and Sixth Seats have never attended properly, so fine. But why have the Fourth Seat, Pest, and the Fifth Seat, Chronos, not come?]


[Mimi Nya, tell them how I could possibly know that.]


Ignis frowned.


[Putting that aside, the reason I called you all here is...]


[Mimi Nya, it is obviously because of the Metaverse in Caspion. Is that right?]


‘Metaverse! Metaverse!’


While Ignis's lips moved in flustered silence, the Dragon God Droyan continued, red eyes gleaming.


[Mimi Nya, I heard the Third Seat has been completely obsessed with the naked man in the Metaverse lately?]
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‘The Third Seat is a pervert! The Third Seat is a pervert!’


Outwardly, Droyan looked like an idiot who did nothing but mutter “Mimi Nya,” but the Dragon God was not actually an airheaded god.

There was no way an idiot like that could ever have become one of the Seven Divine Thrones in the first place.


[Mimi Nya, could you tell them that it is very rare for that ‘Ignis’ to cheer on an Awakened One?]


‘Ignis has changed their mind! Ignis has changed their mind!’


[Hey.]


‘Karavan is pitiful! Karavan is pitiful!’


Speech bubbles floated up above the pillow.

Karavan frowned.


“My god, should I just kill them?”


Ignis shook their head. This was not the time to get angry.


[I was not cheering him on. I was only watching for a bit.]

[Mimi Nya. Hm? What was that? Ah, so they were not cheering him on. Then could you ask whether it would be fine if we took that bastard?]


At Droyan’s words, the mood in the hall froze for an instant.

In the end, Ignis could not hold back and stirred up their World Force.


[Keep babbling like that if you want to die.]

[Mimi Nya. Tell them it is about time we settled which stands above the other, 「Black Flame Dragon」 or 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」.]


‘Settle it! Settle it!’


The Second Seat and Third Seat had been fiercely competing over attracting Followers for a long time, so black flames had already begun flying through the hall the moment the subject came up.

The one who cut through the overheated atmosphere was the Seventh Seat.


[I...!]


Cold World Force that instantly cooled the burning tension.

It had been a full two hundred years since Nameless last spoke. Their lips were squeezed tight with the desperate strain of someone struggling against ancient constipation.

Ignis and Droyan, who had been snarling at each other, reined in their momentum and looked toward Nameless.


[Id...! Id! Idle!]


Mimi Nya cheered them on.


‘You can do it! You can do it!’


And then, at last.


[Idle talk! You did not call us here merely to ramble.]


When those first words in two hundred years finally fell from Nameless with difficulty, the Second Seat and Third Seat let out sighs of relief.

Perhaps having regained some confidence, Nameless added one more line.


[Enough! Get to the point. Tell us why you called us here, Ignis.]


At the cool voice flowing out from behind the pure white mask, Ignis once more composed themselves and spoke.


[One of the Seven Divine Thrones has violated the Neutral Agreement.]


Put simply, the Neutral Agreement was this.


The Seven Divine Thrones would not interfere in the balance of power at Sites designated as neutral zones.


The representative place covered by that agreement was the Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉.

After a brief silence, Droyan asked,


[Mimi Nya, who could have done such a thing?]


‘Who was it! Who was it!’


[The Fifth Seat.]


The three gods simultaneously looked toward the empty seat of the Fifth.

The Fifth Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones was Chronos, the God of Time.


[Mimi Nya. The evidence?]


‘Solid proof! Solid proof!’


As if they had been waiting for that question, Ignis snapped their fingers.


[You have all heard of the faction called the ‘Alliance’ in Caspion.]


Soon, a map of the Alliance’s power structure appeared on the screen in midair.


[You all know that the ‘Alliance’ has occupied 〈Metaverse〉 for six hundred years. And if your ears work properly, you should also know who the Leader of that ‘Alliance’ is.]


‘Eoduksi, the God of Ashes! Eoduksi, the God of Ashes!’


A god whose name even the Seven Divine Thrones remembered.

The strongest among the Six Gods of 〈Metaverse〉, and a god who had gone beyond the level of an upper-grade god and reached the qualifications of a supreme god.

Even if Eoduksi was not quite on the level of the Seven Divine Thrones, the very peak of the gods, if one were to name the fifty strongest gods in this 《Abyss》, Eoduksi would unquestionably be among them.

Ignis continued.


[Leader ‘Eoduksi’ is the right hand of Chronos, the Fifth Seat.]


The right hand of one of the Seven Divine Thrones. That position alone was enough to wield authority over nearly everyone in this 《Abyss》.

But Eoduksi was not satisfied with that.


[The trust the ‘Alliance’ has earned in 〈Metaverse〉 has surpassed the hundred-billion mark.]

[Mimi Nya, could you ask what that is supposed to prove?]


‘So what, bastard! So what, bastard!’


A hundred billion trust was far more than the budget of most major Sites in the 《Abyss》.

But that alone was not enough justification for intervention.

Nameless made a similar point.


[Metaverse! Is a special tower. The principle is that anyone may compete there freely. And the ‘Alliance’ is merely Eoduksi’s personal faction. The other Seven Divine Thrones have no grounds to interfere.]


‘Nameless talks too much! Nameless talks too much!’


Since this was the first time Ignis had ever seen Nameless speak that much, they were a little surprised.

But this was no time to stand there being surprised.


[Even if the trust earned by the ‘Alliance’ is leaking out?]


A heavy silence fell over the hall.

Nameless asked,


[Is that! True.]

[For some time now, signs have been detected that trust from 〈Metaverse〉 has been flowing toward the Fifth Site.]


Up to now, the Seven Divine Thrones had not interfered in the affairs of 〈Metaverse〉 because affairs inside 〈Metaverse〉 had always remained inside 〈Metaverse〉.

A playground for the defeated, and a graveyard for gods.

But if that 〈Metaverse〉 had begun interfering in reality, that was a different story.


[Are you! Sure.]

[Almost. And additional strange signs have been detected as well.]

[What!]

[A few days ago, Chronos’s operations team, the 「Blind Clockmakers」, slipped illegally into Caspion, the Eighth Site. I hear they are headed toward 〈Metaverse〉.]


The 「Blind Clockmakers」.

Chronos’s elite assassination unit, infamous even in the 《Abyss》.

If that unit, which specialized in assassinating high-ranking Lords and gods, had entered a neutral zone, their objective was obvious.


[Mimi Nya. Who are they trying to remove? Is there anyone in 〈Metaverse〉 important enough for them to target?]


‘Mimi Nya does not know! Mimi Nya does not know!’


At that, Ignis let out a short laugh.


[You are not asking because you truly do not know.]


For the first time, the playfulness vanished from Droyan’s expression.

At present, there was only one being in 〈Metaverse〉 who could threaten the Leader’s power.


[Mimi Nya, surely the ‘Clockmakers’ did not come just to catch that one Awakened One?]


‘Mimi Nya does not know! Mimi Nya does not know!’


[He cut down three of the Metaverse Six Gods in a single stroke. It is entirely possible.]


The Leader had brought Chronos’s elite unit into the Alliance’s business. That was effectively proof that the Alliance could no longer be considered unrelated to Chronos’s Fifth Site.

Chronos was now trying to move their forces and interfere in the balance of power within a neutral zone.


[Mimi Nya, so what is the Third Seat trying to do now?]


‘The Third Seat is an idiot! The Third Seat is an idiot!’


Ignoring Mimi Nya’s words, Ignis spoke.


[I request a summary vote.]


A vote.

The only system in a “conference” by which the will of the Seven Divine Thrones could be gathered through majority rule.

Right now, with only three gods present, it was a summary vote.


[Assuming all of these “circumstances” are true.]


Ignis slowly blinked, then declared,


[The Third Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones, ‘Ignis,’ the God of Flames, will intervene in the 〈Metaverse〉 incident as of today.]


* * *


At that same time, Jaehwan and his Allies had finally reached the threshold leading to the Seventh Floor of 〈Metaverse〉.

The first to speak was Runald.


“Will we really be okay if we go in like this?”


The Waystation leading to the Seventh Floor.

Runald held an armful of various Parts that the Attendants had given out as rewards and wore a troubled expression.


“We’ve already been waiting for hours...”


“They’ll come. That one always keeps promises.”


Andersen answered in a voice full of confidence.

Perhaps it was because they had completed the Sixth Floor Scenario and earned quite a lot of trust. Andersen’s Moya Moya Crow was now equipped with a fairly decent helmet and armor as well.


“More importantly, we need to worry about ourselves first. Starting from the Seventh Floor, this is the area where this tower’s main rankers live. It’ll be on a completely different level from everything up to now.”


“But Jaehwan-nim even defeated the Six Gods of 〈Metaverse〉, didn’t he?”


As if the shiver still had not left him, Runald rubbed his own forearm.

But Andersen shook her head from side to side.


“That’s exactly why it’s a bigger problem. We’ve now become the Alliance’s complete enemy.”


The Alliance would now be fully aware of them.

Even against the same enemy, there was a huge difference between whether that enemy was prepared or not.

They had even slaughtered three of the other side’s top figures, so whatever might be waiting for them on the Seventh Floor would not be strange at all.


“The Alliance has two of the Six Gods left. Both are obviously stronger than Justice. And the Leader in particular won’t be easy, no matter if it’s Jaehwan.”


“Now that I think about it, what kind of god is the Leader? You said the revolution failed five hundred years ago because of that god.”


“That one... it would take too long to explain. What’s certain is that you must never fight him one-on-one. As long as this is 〈Metaverse〉, there isn’t a single god who can beat him in a one-on-one fight.”


Andersen’s wings trembled as though the thought alone made her shudder.


“Ethan seems to be taking a while, so for now let’s go up by ourselves, check the situation on the Seventh Floor, and come up with a plan.”


Muttering that, Andersen turned her head toward Jaehwan.

But something about Jaehwan’s condition was a little strange.

Flapping her wings, Andersen asked,


“Are you okay?”


“I’m just a little tired, I think. Let’s go in.”


That was understandable. After fighting a battle like that, it would have been stranger not to feel fatigued.


“We can wait a little longer before moving. There’s no rush.”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“I have to find Yoonhwan.”


The most important reason Jaehwan had entered this tower was to save his friend.

Justice had testified that no soul called “Kim Yoonhwan” showed up in the search, but it was still possible that the search results had omitted something, or that Justice had lied.

Until he confirmed it with his own eyes, he could not be sure of anything.


“Then I’ll open the Door?”


Jaehwan nodded.

Metaverse Seventh Floor.

A place that had once seemed impossibly distant now stood right before his eyes.

The Allies stepped through the Door.

A blinding light colored his vision, and soon a message rang out.


[You have entered the ‘Seventh Floor of the Metaverse’!]


But the moment they entered, Andersen’s expression changed.


“Huh?”


World Force surged all around them. Andersen shouted,


“Get a hold of yourselves! This World Force is...!”


“Jaehwan-nim! Andersen-nim!”


Along with Runald’s voice, which sounded as though it were being cut off, Andersen and Runald vanished from beside him. It was as if pure white light had swallowed the two of them whole.


[Only individual entry is permitted on the Seventh Floor of 〈Metaverse〉.]

[The Task for this Worldview will be announced after entry.]


Individual entry.

Apparently, this Seventh Floor was not the kind that allowed them to enter together.

A message appeared.


[Is there something you seek in 〈Metaverse〉?]


Tzzzt, sparks jumped.

Jaehwan stared intently at the message. Looking closer, there was an answer field beneath it.

Before Jaehwan could fill in the blank, the answer field was erased.

As if it already knew what his answer would be.


Ssssss.


A light breeze blew in from somewhere. It was fresh and pleasant, a breeze that felt familiar from somewhere.

As he lightly blinked while savoring that breeze, he saw a large tree before him.


It was a tree Jaehwan knew as well.


Where had it been?

He suddenly could not remember. What was certain was that people often gathered beneath that tree.

And then, the next moment.


Jaehwan stopped breathing for an instant.


Brown hair fluttering in the breeze.

Among the people stood his friend.


You were alive.


A man who had not given up even in the moment when everyone else had despaired. Smile Knight, who had protected Jaehwan’s back to the very end and wished to see the end of this world.


Jaehwan stopped walking.


His friend probably would not recognize him. That friend no longer existed. Everyone who had remembered him had disappeared, and the 《Tower of Nightmares》 remained only within his own memories.

Just as he slowly began stepping backward, trying to leave the scene behind.


“Ah.”


Yoonhwan turned to look at him.


“Jaehwan.”
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「The most important things you had to do are all in ‘Yesterday.’」


The God of Yesterday, Arteina.


* * *


“Jaehwan?”


Jaehwan froze for a moment when he heard Yoonhwan call his name. He blinked several times.


The feel of the air against his skin. The familiar scent of the tower. Even that tree.


The Tree of Beginning.


There was no mistaking it. It was the tree from the 50th Floor of Atopos.


Why was that tree here?


And how did Yoonhwan remember his name?


“Come on! We’re in the middle of a strategy meeting.”


A strategy meeting? What was Yoonhwan talking about?


People Jaehwan knew stood beneath the tree.


Jay, the blacksmith who had always maintained his weapons. Hiren, the potion maker who had kept him supplied with quality potions. Sakamoto, the science teacher who had taught him about parallel universes...


“Still not awake, are you? That succubus must have had you completely bewitched yesterday.”


“Jaehwan-gun. Everyone is waiting.”


“Seoyul said she would come a little later... Ah, there she is.”


Someone suddenly put him in a tight headlock, forcing him to bend at the waist.


“Hey! Are you still dreaming? Was that succubus yesterday really that pretty?”


The confusion in his mind cleared at once.


A succubus? Right.


They had cleared the 66th Floor of the Tower of Nightmares yesterday.


They had fallen into the succubus’s dream and experienced all manner of sweet, terrible dreams. Many Companions had writhed in ecstasy and agony before dying.


It was not a memory anyone could laugh about, but all his Companions were laughing. They would not have been able to endure it otherwise.


“What kind of dream did you have? You were spacing out for so long.”


At Seoyul’s question, Jaehwan thought.


“A long dream.”


“What kind of long dream?”


After hesitating briefly, Jaehwan began telling them about his dream.


It was the story of Jaehwan climbing 《the Tower of Nightmares》 alone.


Sakamoto regressed. Jay and Hiren left. Seoyul and Yoonhwan died. Jaehwan finally reached the 100th Floor alone, destroyed the tower, and entered 《Chaos》, the Trunk of the Tree of Illusion.


There, he met Mino, old man Cheongheo, Karlton, Sirwen, and the people of Gorgon Fortress. He fought the Lords, followed the traces of a dream demon named Mulack, and reached 《the Abyss》, a Branch of the Tree of Illusion.


He climbed 《the Abyss》, met Runald, Andersen, and Ethan, then fought against the gods’ ‘Alliance.’


The people listening to Jaehwan’s story laughed.


“Hoho. You have quite the imagination too. Something like that could certainly happen in another parallel universe.”


“What an amazing dream. Jaehwan-gun, do you like movies as much as Yoonhwan-gun?”


The faces of his admiring Companions.


Seoyul smiled.


“Ahaha, there is another world beyond the end of this tower? Chaos? The Abyss?”


Jaehwan quietly watched their bright, smiling faces.


It was a time when the tower’s 100th Floor should have marked the end of tragedy.


There was only enough despair for them to keep breathing, and they could stand firmly upon those small despairs and speak of the future.


Jaehwan gave a hollow laugh.


This time that had been a ‘nightmare’ for everyone...


“Honestly, it makes me want to play along.”


...had been the warmest past of his life.


“Huh? What are you talking about all of a sudden?”


Jaehwan looked up at the sky without answering.


Perhaps the Companions deceived by the [Stone of Regression] had felt this way too. They must have chosen to surrender themselves to this sweet time and believe it was reality.


“Jaehwan?”


Unfortunately, he could not be deceived.


「Doubt」.


No illusion in this world could fool him.


That was the curse of Awakening.


「Understanding」.


His eyes gleamed with golden light, laying bare the truth of the world.


World Force filled this world.


Jaehwan understood. This was an elaborate illusion created by someone’s Sanctuary.


“Enough games. I’ve been through illusions like this countless times. They’re boring now.”


A voice rang out from the empty air.


[You do not look bored.]


It was the clear voice of a woman.


Jaehwan gauged its direction and asked, “It seems you know my friend.”


[Perhaps I do. Perhaps I do not.]


“Answer me. Is Kim Yoonhwan here?”


[What if he is?]


Rumble!


A terrifying force erupted from Jaehwan’s entire body. World Force surged from his fingertips and flowed into Dokbul.


「World Stab」


His Stab struck the sky, creating an immense rift. The shell of the world tore apart around it.


[Amazing. I never thought a human like you truly existed. You are exactly as the investigation described.]


The voice did not seem the least bit flustered by Jaehwan’s sudden attack.


Beyond the shattered world lay another world. The backs of his old Companions. The Tree of Beginning. Yoonhwan turning toward him as if he had been waiting.


“Jaehwan.”


The earlier scene repeated itself.


Jaehwan stabbed again with his sword.


「World Stab」


The Stab split the sky like lightning rising in reverse, and the world tore apart once more.


[I am sorry, but your power will not be enough.]


As though there were dozens, even hundreds of spare worlds, worlds continued appearing before Jaehwan.


Still, he did not give up.


「World Stab」


...


「World Stab」


...


「World Stab」


[I told you. Your power will never...]


「World Stab」

「World Stab」

「World Stab」


The endless barrage of Stabs stripped away worlds as though peeling fruit.


Watching Jaehwan stabbed without end, the voice spoke.


[Do you not even trust yourself now? All five of your senses must be telling you that this ‘world’ is real.]


Crash!


[Stop even now. This world is real. The emotions and stories you feel in this world are real as well.]


Crash!


[Will you destroy even that?]


Crash!


[If the world you just destroyed was real, then the friend you were looking for is dead.]


Crash!


[How... can you be so certain?]


He stabbed, stabbed, and stabbed again. As always, Stab was the only thing he knew.


The straightest, most honest line in the world. Jaehwan had come this far by honing that one line.


“I just know.”


[You asked where your friend was, did you not? You alone do not know what everyone else does. Your friend is probably dead by now. Whether he is in the Metaverse or still in the detention center, there is no way someone without a Follower could still be alive...]


“Looks like you do not know where Yoonhwan is either.”


Crash!


Without doubting his present for even an instant, he kept stabbing with his feet planted firmly on the ground.


The world was reconstructing itself more and more slowly.


“There.”


Jaehwan abruptly changed direction and stabbed into empty air, as though he were stabbing the voice itself.


Something invisible truly seemed to have been pierced by Dokbul. It convulsed violently, and the world began to collapse.


It did not peel apart like a shell. The sound of the entire world splitting apart filled the air.


[You are strong.]


The voice laughed coldly.


The faces of people who had once been his Companions were scorched within illusory flames rising everywhere.


[But with such lonely ‘strength,’ you will not be able to change anything.]


* * *


Pwahhh.


Jaehwan woke while spouting a stream of liquid from his mouth. He struggled to his feet, and viscous fluid poured from all over his body. He lightly shook off the liquid and turned around.


A torn cocoon lay behind him.


Cocoons filled with cultivation fluid.


Looking around, he saw countless cocoons containing souls lined up all around him.


[You have passed the ‘Entry Task’.]

[〈Metaverse〉’s Seventh Floor is a ‘Team Task’, and your team will be determined by how you resolve the Task.]

[You have become a ‘Terrorist’.]


A Terrorist?


“Are you awake?”


At the familiar voice, he looked up and saw Andersen quietly fluttering her wings.


“You were not trapped?”


“I am bound to your Worldview. Strictly speaking, I am practically one body with you.”


Come to think of it, that was true. It was a fact he occasionally forgot.


“Where is Runald?”


“Follow me quietly. He is quite far away.”


Andersen began flying carefully, her voice unusually tense.


Jaehwan moved almost silently, gliding between the cocoons.


Cocoons here. Cocoons there.


Even a rough count showed there were well over a thousand cocoons nearby alone.


Were they all passengers who had reached the Seventh Floor?


Jaehwan looked into the cocoons.


The passengers curled up inside like babies all looked happy.


Tzzzt.


A faint current flowed, and something rose from inside a cocoon.


Jaehwan recognized it at once.


World Force.


The World Force extracted from the cocoons gathered in one place through tubes, then began flowing somewhere else.


“You noticed.”


Andersen spoke in a dark voice.


“This is 〈Metaverse〉’s power plant. It is where they produce the trust distributed as rewards in the tower and extract the World Force needed to activate major Worldviews.”


He had expected a place like this to exist, but he had never imagined it would be like this.


The System ran the tower by directly extracting World Force from passengers.


“This is the price of reaching the Seventh Floor without knowing anything. The System has become even more vicious than before. Still, it was not like this in the past.”


Jaehwan studied the cocoons in the power plant.


Some were quite old. Their souls looked terribly worn, as though their World Force had been drained for a long time.


“I wanted to free them.”


“I see.”


If it was Andersen, he could imagine her fighting the Alliance for that reason.


The Andersen Jaehwan had seen was that kind of god.


The cocoons were separated into categories in each section, with different labels attached to them.


[Anonymous God 32]

[Anonymous God 33]

[Anonymous God 34]


Anonymous Gods. He had heard that title somewhere before.


“I found him.”


A small cocoon stood where Andersen pointed.


Its shape gave him an odd sense of familiarity.


Inside it was Runald, curled up small.


“Can I take him out?”


“Normally, no. If the link is severed at the wrong time, it can damage the soul. But he will be fine.”


“Why?”


“His link is not fully established yet.”


Sure enough, only half the light in Runald’s cocoon was on.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan swung Dokbul and cut open Runald’s cocoon.


Then...


“Bleeegh!”


Runald spewed out a stream of liquid, coughing as he tumbled out.


“Jaehwan-nim?”


Fortunately, Runald was unharmed.


“Do you know what dream I just had? Everyone was in a Naked world like Jaehwan-nim...”


His mind did not seem particularly affected either.


That was when warning lights all around them flashed on at once with a whirring buzz.


“We have been spotted. Run!”


Cutting open the cocoon must have caused the problem.


The warning lights flashed in unison, and something that sounded like insects came from somewhere nearby.


A swarm of insects that blackened the air appeared.


“What are those...?”


They were drones.


Jaehwan grabbed Runald by the back of the neck and began running.


Rat-a-tat-tat!


The place where they had been standing moments ago became riddled with holes. Jaehwan swiftly cut down the drones blocking their path with Dokbul and followed Andersen’s lead.


As the warning alarm grew louder, more forces appeared.


There were not only drones, but mechanical hounds shaped like wolves and armed robots covered head to toe in armor.


It seemed the Seventh Floor was a steampunk or science fiction dystopian Worldview.


“Damn it. There are too many. Can you handle them?”


Seeing the drones surrounding them from the front and rear, Jaehwan checked the World Force left within him.


Not enough.


He had apparently spent too much World Force fighting the Metaverse Six Gods on the previous floor.


Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!


Deflecting the incoming energy rounds, Jaehwan quickly searched for somewhere Runald and Andersen could hide.


It was not easy.


Even using 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」, this Worldview was still somewhat difficult for him to comprehend.


That was when the darkness of the world suddenly deepened.


What?


He looked up.


The moon in the sky was turning black. As though guiding them, its shadow stretched in a certain direction.


Sensing something, Jaehwan grabbed Andersen and Runald and ran toward an alley.


The shadow led into an underground waterway below the alley.


Zap!


After skewering several rapidly approaching drones with Stab, Jaehwan lightly bent a nearby pipe to block the entrance to the waterway. They passed through one waterway and climbed back aboveground, finding another alley.


Jaehwan ran along its shadows.


“What? Have you been here before?”


“No, but I think I understand.”


He knew instinctively. Something was guiding him in a way that was incredibly easy for his 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 to read.


After running for some time, Jaehwan finally arrived in front of a small abandoned building.


“Ah, this is...”


Seeing the black crescent hanging at the entrance, Runald remembered something and cried out.


“That little kid said it. They told us to come here when we reached the Seventh Floor. This must be...”


The droning buzz of an approaching swarm filled the air.


More than a hundred drones surrounded the sky overhead, blackening it out.


Runald turned pale and pressed close to Jaehwan. Andersen snarled threateningly.


Jaehwan counted the drones.


Could he take them out all at once?


Without hesitation, Jaehwan gripped Dokbul.


Even if he lacked World Force, it could not be helped. As always, striking first was the surest path to victory.


Before Dokbul could unleash its power, bullets from somewhere began shooting down the drones.


Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!


Drones were attacking drones.


More precisely, a little over ten drones used precise fire to eliminate all the others. It took less than ten seconds for the confused drones to collide with one another and be completely wiped out.


Those drones looked familiar.


“See? I told you I would be here soon.”


A woman’s voice he vaguely recognized.


A grumbling man’s voice followed.


“Impressive. You are the first person to escape ‘Yesterday’ so quickly. Defeating the Metaverse Six Gods was not just luck, then.”


“It is not just fast. This is the best record ever. Oh, hello?”


A Doll emerged from the darkness and brightly waved at Jaehwan.


“It has been a while. I told you I would bring you to the Seventh Floor, right?”


Her brown hair shone beneath the soft moonlight. Her eyes curved into beautiful crescents.


“I kept my promise, Beginner-nim.”
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“You got here before us.”


“I told you, I’m a veteran!”


Jaehwan looked at Rene, who was grinning brightly. Beside her stood a lightning-haired young man he had never seen before, and the moment he spotted Jaehwan, he looked slightly excited.


“This guy here is a longtime fan of yours.”


A fan?


“Nice to meet you, Naked Stab. First time seeing you in person.”


“Who are you?”


“I’m hurt you don’t recognize me.”


The lightning-haired man stuck out his lower lip like he was genuinely upset, then his eyes turned pure white.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ looks at you as though hurt.]


Jaehwan nodded as if he understood.


“So you’re that god with the strange name.”


“What do you mean, strange name?”


Rayray grumbled.


“Anyway, I saw what you did. I never thought you’d take down three of the Six Gods at once. The other passengers are really looking forward to you coming too.”


“There are more passengers besides you?”


“A few. Friends who want to get the hell out of this damned Seventh Floor.”


With that, Rayray opened the door of the abandoned factory behind him.


[You have entered the safe area, 「Black Moon Inn」.]


Inside the abandoned factory, passengers were sitting around chatting among themselves. There seemed to be roughly fifteen of them.


“Alright, everyone, the person you’ve all been waiting for is here!”


At Rene’s words, all eyes in the room turned to Jaehwan.


[The God of Red Dragon ‘Drake’ looks at you.]

[The God of Wind and Rain ‘Gale’ looks at you.]

[The Sun God ‘Apollo’ looks at you.]

······.


Messages sprang up in an instant.

They were faces he had seen at least once before in promotional ads for 〈Metaverse〉.


“Nice to meet you. So you’re the rumored Naked Stab.”


“Ooooooh!”


“We might actually succeed this time.”


“You beat the Metaverse Six Gods... Then does that make you third in the rankings now? Then if I beat you, I...”


Some gods had possessed Dolls, while others had joined alongside their Vicegerents.

Jin Eunsae of the Rupture, who had helped them in the ‘War of the Six Gods,’ was nowhere to be seen.

Leaving the noisy gods behind, Rene began introducing them herself.


“That big one over there is ‘Gale.’ They’re a mid-grade god who’s pretty good at fighting, but it’s best not to bring up grades around them.”


“We should have a match soon. I may be a mid-grade god, but as you know, grade is...”


“And over there is Drake’s Vicegerent, ‘Pilgrim.’ You know them, right? They’re famous.”


Drake’s Vicegerent gave him a nod.


“We meet again, dragon hunter.”


“You.”


“We met on the First Floor. Do you remember?”


Jaehwan recalled Drake’s Followers from the First Floor.

Pilgrim had been among them. The one in crimson full plate armor. What stood out most in his memory was their odd interest in Dokbul.

Pilgrim had been leading a group back then, but it looked like most of those Followers had been eliminated by the time they got here.


“Alright, that’s enough introductions. Let’s get started. You’ve all been waiting a long time, right?”


Rene lightly clapped twice to draw everyone’s attention, then started speaking.


“The Task details should be announced any second now, so if anyone here hasn’t read them yet, please check your Task first!”


A message appeared the moment Rene finished speaking.


[The Task for the Seventh Floor has arrived.]


Jaehwan checked the Task.


+


<Metaverse Seventh Floor - ver.3.12>


Task: You may join the game by choosing either the ‘State’ or the ‘Terrorist’ team. Lead your team to victory and obtain control of the ‘Seventh Floor’.

Time Limit: To be announced later


Reward: Eighth Floor admission ticket, 300,000 trust ??? (conditional reward)


+


It seemed this Task was about joining a side and leading that team to victory.


+


You have become a ‘Terrorist’.

The minimum conditions for the ‘Terrorist’ team to win are as follows.


1) Capture Plants and make your name known to the residents of the Seventh Floor. The more Plants you liberate, the greater your fame becomes.

2) Free the residents trapped inside the Plants and gain supporters.

3) Twenty-four hours after the Task begins, the [Election] will start.

4) If you win the [Election], your team wins.


+


After reading through the Task, Andersen spoke.


“The Seventh Floor is almost the same as it was five hundred years ago. Then again, it probably would’ve been hard to tear much apart and rebuild it from here onward.”


“So you’re planning to be helpful this time?”


“What? Isn’t that harsh? Do you know how hard I’ve been helping?”


Runald, who had been staring at the explanation, also chimed in.


“What’s a Plant? And what’s an election...? This Task uses too many difficult words.”


“There’s no need to overthink it. Capture the ‘Plants’ and free the ‘residents.’ Win the ‘Election.’ Simple, right?”


“You’re just repeating what the instructions say.”


“That’s a ‘Plant.’ The power plant we passed earlier.”


Andersen pointed out the window with her beak.

Outside the abandoned factory window stood the power plant, filled with cocoons hanging everywhere like light bulbs.


“The ‘residents’ are the passengers inside those cocoons. Simple, right? You were trapped too. All you have to do is raid the Plants and free residents like them.”


“Then what’s the ‘Election’?”


“That is...”


“Rene team, gather up!”


It looked like the Task was already about to begin, and Rene was gathering the passengers.


[The Plant capture battle will begin in five minutes!]

[Put on the combat suits provided to distinguish teams.]


A relief crate full of combat suits dropped at the entrance to the abandoned factory.

Andersen gave a bitter smile.


“It’ll be faster for you to try it yourself and understand.”


A little later, Jaehwan and the other team members had changed into their combat suits and were standing at the entrance to the abandoned factory.


[The target Plant is Plant ‘A-56’.]

[Capture the target Plant and shut off its power supply within thirty minutes.]

[Team Members: Jaehwan, Runald, Rene, Rayray, Pilgrim.]


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes and glared at Rene.

Rene gave him a coy smile, then ignored him completely and turned on her camera.


“Hi, everyone! The live stream is starting! We’ve even got special guests today!”


Rene’s camera swept across the members of the team one by one.

The chat showed no reaction when it pointed at Rayray, the God of Flash. It reacted briefly when it showed Pilgrim, Drake’s Vicegerent. But once it passed Runald and landed on Jaehwan, it practically exploded.


[‘Anonymous God 158’ cries out Jaehwan’s name!]

[‘Anonymous God 654’ says Jaehwan is the true Six God of the Metaverse.]

[‘Anonymous God 535’ cries out for revolution!]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ says they knew from the beginning that Jaehwan would make it big.]

[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ criticizes Thanatos for changing sides.]

[Many gods praise Jaehwan’s name!]


Runald murmured with an impressed look on his face.


“Jaehwan-nim. The messages are coming in so fast.”


On top of that, the list of viewer gods entering the broadcast showed no sign of ending.


[‘SirwenTV’ has entered the broadcast.]

[‘Slashing Only TV’ has entered the broadcast.]

[‘The Man Who Knows Edicts’ has entered the broadcast.]

······.


“Wow, Sirwen-nim. You’re here again!”


[‘SirwenTV’ says to show them Jaehwan.]


Watching the stream from the corner of his eye, Jaehwan briefly wondered whether that was really the Sirwen he knew.


[‘Slashing Only TV’ says they would be fine with seeing Rene instead.]

[‘The Man Who Knows Edicts’ begins reciting Edicts as if in prayer.]


The other nicknames also felt strangely familiar.


“Today, we’re all going to conquer the Metaverse Seventh Floor together. You all know it, right? That infamous Seventh Floor!”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ answers that they do.]

[‘Anonymous God 32’ asks if the Seventh Floor is easy as long as you choose the right team.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ says they must have obviously chosen the ‘State’ team.]


“Why would we be on the ‘State’ team? Of course we’re on the ‘Terrorist’ team!”


With Rene’s declaration, messages of shock poured in from the gods.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ asks if she is out of her mind.]

[Some gods say Rene has gotten cocky after earning a little trust.]


“Come on, we’ve even got ‘Naked Stab’ on our side.”


[Some gods say that even Naked Stab will have a hard time this time.]


With the gods reacting negatively, Runald whispered,


“Why is everyone like that? Is this team really at that much of a disadvantage?”


“It is at a disadvantage, and more than that, it’s troublesome.”


“Troublesome? What is?”


“On the Seventh Floor, if you choose the right team, you don’t need to carry out the Task at all. The ‘King,’ leader of the ‘State’ team, can open the Door to the Eighth Floor whenever they want.”


“What? Then wouldn’t it be better to switch teams even now?”


“Well then, who do you think the ‘King’ of the Seventh Floor is?”


“Uh...”


As Runald hesitated, Rene gave the signal.


“We’re moving out!”


The team’s plan was simple.

A-56 Plant was a small-to-medium-sized Plant located on elevated ground.

Their plan was to occupy all five checkpoints in A-56 Plant, then cut the Plant’s power.


“I’m going on ahead!”


True to the title of the God of Flash, Rayray started racing ahead at high speed and had already reached the vicinity of the first checkpoint.


“I shall go first as well.”


Pilgrim, riding a crimson wyvern, also launched into a high-speed glide.

As expected, the gods who had made it all the way to the Seventh Floor were no pushovers.

Pilgrim in particular did not seem far behind even compared to Six Gods like Galateon or Rakers.


Dududududu!


[You have gained 1 occupation point!]


Every time they killed incoming drones or guard hounds, [occupation point]s piled up. The core of the Task was to build up points at each checkpoint, and once a checkpoint had been secured, move on to the next one.

After all five checkpoints were captured, they would get a chance to cut the Plant’s [power supply].

Of course, the enemy side was not going to stand by and watch them keep gaining points.


“There they are! The Terrorists!”


On the rooftop of the Plant, passengers in pure white combat suits appeared alongside guard hounds. At a glance, they were clearly rankers of the Seventh Floor decked out in flashy Parts.


“There are some impressive ones this time.”


“I’ll take Rayray.”


“Pilgrim is here too. I’ll test Drake’s reputation.”


The World Pressure they gave off was considerable.

Jaehwan released his energy without hesitation.

The World Force he had used on the Sixth Floor had not fully recovered yet, but even what little he had recovered in the safe area was more than enough to deal with them.


Rumble.


“Huh?”


“Wh-what is that guy?”


The passengers who had been striding toward them confidently faltered the moment they spotted Jaehwan.


“No way.”


“Damn it. Nobody said anything about this.”


The moment Jaehwan took the stance for Stab, the passengers turned pale and started fleeing. They ran like they had seen something they never should have seen, throwing away even their mission without a second thought.

Jaehwan frowned and asked,


“What is this?”


Rene shrugged.


“Beginner-nim, you still don’t really understand what you did, do you?”


Rayray’s flash and Pilgrim’s Breath rained down on the gods who turned tail the instant they saw Jaehwan.

Watching the enemies burn away amid screams, Rene continued.


“In this tower, the ‘Metaverse Six Gods’ were fear itself.”


The Metaverse Six Gods. The six pinnacles that existed in the Metaverse.

Everyone in the Metaverse respected them, and stood in awe of their Combat Power.

But then one day, an unidentified man appeared and brought down three of those Six Gods. And not just that, he did it with overwhelming Combat Power, while tearing apart three of the Alliance’s main weapons, the great warships 「Nebula」, all at once.


[‘Anonymous God 654’ cries out Jaehwan’s name!]

[‘Anonymous God 588’ cries out Jaehwan’s name!]

[‘Anonymous God 849’ cries out Jaehwan’s name!]

[Many gods chant Jaehwan’s name!]


As if confirming that fact once more, Rene said,


“Right now, in 〈Metaverse〉, your fame is greater than that of the ‘Metaverse Six Gods.’”
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“Th-that’s a lie! Someone like him defeated the Six Gods...”


Of course, there were still enemies who had lost their senses. Perhaps fear had paralyzed their reason. One charged at them, wildly swinging a weapon.


「World Stab」


Jaehwan’s Stab shot forward, cleaving the enemy in two and smashing through the Plant’s outer wall.


Rumble!


After that, everything went smoothly.


Having captured the checkpoint, the Ally group found the power supply and entered the Plant.


Passengers were curled up inside the dark Plant’s cocoons.


Runald asked, “Are all these passengers people who failed their ‘Enter Task’?”


“About half.”


“Then what about the other half?”


“They are passengers who chose the ‘State’ as their team.”


The passengers trembled inside their translucent cocoons.


Those who chose the ‘State’ became residents of the Seventh Floor in exchange for supplying World Force to the 〈Metaverse〉.


Runald muttered, unable to understand.


“Why would they make a choice like that?”


“I told you before. If you choose the ‘State’, you do not have to complete the Seventh Floor’s Task. And...”


Andersen looked at the screens installed in the center of the Plant.


“You can also obtain an eternal ‘Yesterday’.”


“‘Yesterday’?”


“That is what they call the dreams these people have.”


The screens at the center of the Plant showed scenes from the passengers’ dreams.


Each screen bore a passenger’s number and name.


[Yesterday of ‘Anonymous God 32’]

[Yesterday of ‘Anonymous God 86’]

[Yesterday of ‘Anonymous God 95’]

······.


Countless ‘Yesterdays’ were there.


In one, a god had become the high-grade god they had always dreamed of becoming. In another, a god had reunited with a beloved Follower.


Watching those scenes, Jaehwan recalled the question he had received when he first ascended to the Seventh Floor.


「Is there something you seek in the 〈Metaverse〉?」


He thought he understood, at least a little, why they had asked that question.


The 〈Metaverse〉 had always been a tower where people like these gathered.


A place for those who could not find what they wanted in reality.


Those who came to escape into something, or to seek what reality did not have.


「A passenger who reaches the final floor may make one wish to the ‘Driver’, the master of the Metaverse.」


Chasing that mirage, which might someday become real, the passengers had come this far.


Perhaps they had even found it.


“This is wrong.”


Runald clenched his fists and glared at the passengers on the screens.


“This is fake.”


“What is real, Runald?”


“The real thing is...”


Runald tried to explain what he felt.


The real thing was something you could feel. Something urgent and earnest, rich and full.


Unfortunately, young Runald did not have the words to explain that feeling.


Then the boy’s god answered for him.


“The real thing needs no proof.”


“Th-that’s right. That’s what’s real!”


Only something constantly compared to the real thing, something fake, needed to prove itself. The real thing was something that clearly felt real.


That was how Runald explained it.


“But can you say those expressions are not real too?” Andersen asked.


Jaehwan was also watching the scenes on the screens.


The faces of people overcome with joy.


Perhaps some of them knew what they saw was an illusion.


Even so, they looked truly happy.


They had finally found, within the illusion of Yesterday, what they had searched for so desperately.


Could anyone tell them it was not real?


Then Jaehwan suddenly realized what those cocoons resembled.


They looked like [Stone of Regression].


“Some people are sharing the same dream.”


Where Runald pointed, there were people sharing identical ‘Yesterdays’.


Passengers were gathering one by one in a vast, open square.


“That place is called ‘The Day Before Yesterday’. It is where Yesterdays are connected.”


People who had been trapped in their own ‘Yesterdays’, dreaming happy dreams, were gathering in The Day Before Yesterday.


A dazzling royal palace appeared on the screen. It seemed to be the royal palace of the ‘State’.


A woman who appeared to be the King waved at the passengers from the palace terrace.


Andersen’s eyes wavered.


Jaehwan read the emotions in those eyes, a long, deep spectrum that ran from anger to resignation.


“Someone you know?”


“Yes.”


Jaehwan realized that the woman was Andersen’s former Companion.


“Even five hundred years ago, she loved attention that much. Now she has become that.”


“That god is Arteina?”


“That is right. She is called the ‘God of Yesterday’ now.”


One of the Four Heroes from five hundred years ago.


Arteina, the God of Yesterday and one of the Metaverse Six Gods.


He had heard that she was stronger than Justice.


That god was probably the one responsible for trapping him in an illusion during the ‘Enter Task’.


“But the people in The Day Before Yesterday do not look very happy.”


Why was that?


The people staying in The Day Before Yesterday wore dark expressions.


Jaehwan carefully watched the passengers’ actions.


Some spent money on goods. Others tried their luck with gacha draws. Some bragged about newly released Skins or hurled insults. Others slandered each other or started fights.


Most of the passengers were using 《Little Brother》.


Jaehwan saw one passenger busily typing messages.


[‘Anonymous God 88’ mocks ‘Naked Stab’, saying that he is not really ‘real’ either.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ says that ‘Naked Stab’ only landed the final blow on people whom the ‘King of Crows’ and ‘Jin Eunsae’ had already exhausted.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ says that no god is unaware that ‘Naked Stab’ only beat Rakers by luck, and that Rakers was all bark and no bite.]


A moment later, the passenger’s messages appeared directly before Jaehwan’s eyes through Rene’s channel.


Other passengers sent messages as well.


[‘Anonymous God 127’ is shocked by the strange rumor.]

[‘Anonymous God 51’ asks if that is true.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ guarantees it.]


Watching the scene, Runald asked in disbelief, “Is that the ‘Yesterday’ those people wanted to find?”


Andersen remained silent for a long time before speaking.


“I do not know either.”


Rene’s voice came from afar.


“We found the power supply! I’m shutting down the Plant!”


With a faint hum, the Plant’s lights went out.


[The Plant’s power will be shut off for 10 minutes.]

[Free the residents inside the Plant.]


Like a massive beast closing its eyes, the lights of the cultivation tanks went out one by one.


Soon, the cocoons’ functions began to shut down one by one.


Passengers writhed painfully in the cultivation fluid.


Rene shouted, “What are you all doing? We need to get them out, quickly!”


At Rene’s urging, Runald stepped forward.


“I’ll try first, Jaehwan-nim.”


Holding the dagger he had taken from his pocket tightly, Runald continued.


“No matter how I think about it, being trapped in a world like this is wrong. If I calmly persuade them, everyone will listen. It will be hard at first, but once they wake up from their dreams, they will come to their senses.”


Jaehwan nodded at Runald.


Encouraged, Runald opened the cocoon right in front of him. With a tearing sound, cultivation fluid spilled out, and the passenger inside tumbled onto the ground like a doll with its strings cut.


Runald quickly caught the passenger.


“Ugh...”


“Are you awake?”


“Where is this...?”


“Please do not be startled.”


Runald began to explain calmly.


“You have been trapped in that cocoon, dreaming, all this time.”


Runald carefully chose his words so the passenger would not be startled.


He erased, one piece at a time, the reality the passenger believed in and wrote the man’s true reality in its place.


Runald explained how unfairly the man had been treated while trapped in the cultivation tank, reminding him that he no longer had to suffer like that.


“It is all right now.”


His words were so smooth and delicate that it was hard to believe they came from a boy.


At least, that was how they sounded to the one speaking.


“You... you...”


The man’s face slowly turned white, like someone being strangled to death.


“What did you do to me?”


“It may still be difficult for you to accept reality, but...”


The man staggered and slapped Runald’s arm away. His body lost balance and collapsed onto the floor.


Runald stepped closer to help him up again.


The man stared silently at his face reflected in the cultivation fluid on the floor.


A gaunt, shriveled soul, pitifully sagging after its World Force had been drained away.


“Why? Why did you take me out?”


“What?”


“I-I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”


The man screamed and reached for Runald.


Unable to watch any longer, Jaehwan stepped forward.


“Hey.”


“I’ll kill...”


The man shifted his target to Jaehwan and reached out while shouting.


“Eeeeeek!”


The moment he saw Jaehwan, foam began to spill from his mouth.


His shoulders shook as if an earthquake had struck.


“D-don’t kill me! Please spare me! Please spare me!”


The man threw himself flat on the ground, raised both hands over his head, and begged.


“Please do not kill me! Please do not kill me!”


“I will not kill you.”


“Please spare me! I will not do it! I will not do anything like that!”


What was that supposed to mean?


“L-let me go back! I cannot live here! I cannot live here!”


Having even abandoned his pride as he begged Jaehwan, the passenger glanced at the cocoon he had come from and began crawling toward it.


“I-I’m going back. I’m going back.”


At last, the man climbed into the unlit cultivation tank and curled up, shivering from the cold.


“Do not wake me. Do not wake me. Please...”


Jaehwan, Runald, and Andersen all stared blankly at the scene.


Then, after a while,


[The Plant’s power is returning.]


As the power came back on, the man’s cocoon began restoring itself.


Cultivation fluid filled it, and the man’s body slowly relaxed again.


At the last moment, the man turned to Jaehwan and spoke.


“Th-thank you! I-I’ll support you, Naked Stab.”


“No, if you want to support him, do not go back in there! Come back out!”


Runald shouted, but the man weakly closed his eyes.


The sleeping man returned to Yesterday, and the scenes began appearing on the central screens again.


People started spending money on gacha draws again or logged into 《Little Brother》 and talked however they pleased.


Among them was the passenger who had been saying strange things about Jaehwan earlier.


[‘Anonymous God 88’ says Anonymous God 88 just saw ‘Naked Stab’, and that he really was nothing special.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ snickers that Naked Stab got scared and could not say a word when cursed at in a low voice.]


Jaehwan checked the label attached to the cocoon of the man he had just freed.


[Anonymous God 88]


That was his name.


“Did you fail?”


When Jaehwan turned around, Rene was looking at them with a bitter expression.


It seemed the others had failed too. All that remained on the floor were traces of people who had resisted desperately to return to their cocoons.


[You have failed to free the residents.]

[You have failed to capture the Plant.]


It seemed that simply capturing the Plant was not enough. They had to free the people for the Task to be completed.


[The ‘Election’ will begin in 23 hours and 30 minutes.]

[Capture a new Plant and gather ‘supporters’.]


Rene sighed.


“I thought maybe you could do it, Beginner-nim, but I guess it was still too difficult. I failed here before too.”


Drones that had spotted them from afar began flying toward them.


“Let’s get out first.”


Jaehwan and the Ally group quickly retreated to the Plant’s rooftop.


From the elevated ground, they could see the lights of the Plants spread across the entire Seventh Floor at a glance.


Countless cocoons hung like wish lanterns.


The endless procession of lights was strange, horrific, and beautiful.


“No matter what we do, they do not want to leave Yesterday.”


Beneath those lights, some dreamed happy dreams, while others dreamed dreams no different from reality.


Happy or unhappy, they lived within them.


[Warning! You must capture at least one Plant within 12 hours.]

[If you fail the Task, you will be forcibly removed from the 〈Metaverse〉.]


The only ‘Today’ Jaehwan could offer passengers like them was one thing.


Rene asked Jaehwan, who had been quietly watching the Plants, “What are you thinking about?”


Jaehwan answered, “Something I did not think about yesterday.”
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Rene asked, her eyes wide.


“A thought you did not have yesterday? What kind of thought is that?”


For some reason, not just Rene but everyone around them seemed to be eagerly awaiting his answer.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is curious about Jaehwan’s thoughts.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ is surprised that Jaehwan is capable of thinking.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ wonders what he was thinking yesterday, then.]

[‘Anonymous God 48’ says it must be a revolution after all.]


Rene, who had spotted perfect material for the broadcast, grinned at the screen.


“Come on, hands up if you think, ‘I do not know what Naked Stab is thinking, but the Seventh Floor is going to get wrecked either way!’”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says there is no need to ask.]


The gods’ rowdy messages flooded in from all directions.

Andersen, who had been shooting Rene a sidelong look, spoke.


“So what are you really thinking?”


“I am tired, for one.”


“Huh?”


“I will rest for twelve hours.”


Jaehwan sat cross-legged right there and closed his eyes.

It was understandable. The World Force Jaehwan had overused on the Sixth Floor had not recovered yet. After completing the Entry Task, he had immediately joined the battle to seize the first Plant, so of course he was short on World Force.


Still, this was no time to rest.


“Hey, the message said we would be kicked out if we did not seize a Plant within twelve hours.”


They had struggled all the way up to the Seventh Floor. They could not be forced out here.


Jaehwan gave no reply and focused solely on recovering his World Force.


* * *


For the next twelve hours, Rene’s team worked together to seize a Plant.


[You have failed to liberate the residents.]

[You have failed to seize the Plant.]


“Wow, this really is not working?”

“There is not a single god in their right mind.”


[You have failed to liberate the residents.]

[You have failed to seize the Plant.]


Rene did not give up. She worked tirelessly to shake the Anonymous Gods awake.

Some of the gods Rene awakened were frequent visitors to her broadcasts, which had recently become popular.


“This god! They come to my broadcasts all the time! They always said, ‘We need to crack all the high-grade gods’ skulls open!’ If it is them, then surely…”


Yet every awakened god reacted the same way.


“Aaaaaah! Send me back!”


The awakened gods were pained by the sight of their Vicegerents’ emaciated bodies. They did not hesitate to point accusing fingers at Rene and her Ally group for waking them.


Runald could not understand it at all.


“Why does no one want to wake up? I thought there were plenty of gods opposed to the Alliance.”


He had not expected an answer, but Rayray, who was nearby, unexpectedly replied.


“They have become too used to it.”


The God of Flash, Rayray.

Still awkward about speaking directly to another god, Runald hesitantly asked,


“But it is fake.”

“Whether it is real or fake is not very important.”


Videos of the gods were playing on the Plant’s screen. The gods Rene had just grabbed and awakened were angrily shouting on-screen.


“When you become a god, there are a lot of things to worry about. You have to cultivate your Worldview, recruit Followers, manage those Followers, bring in Parts at the right time, and keep up with trends by closely following 《Little Brother》.”

“Do they all really live that diligently? It did not seem that way…”


At Runald’s words, Andersen cleared her throat beside him.

Rayray smiled.


“Of course, plenty of gods cannot manage all that. That is why so many Followers move between Worldviews. Still, most gods are busy. They compete with other gods on the outside, while taking care of their own Followers on the inside. Everyone lives in a frenzy.”


Rayray paused and looked at the gods on the screen.

Gods rejoicing after drawing a newly released divine Skin, or showing off Parts they had just acquired.


“But if they are connected to this Seventh Floor, they can stop worrying about most of that.”

“What? Why?”

“Because the God of Yesterday manages it for them.”


Rayray gave a brief explanation of how the Seventh Floor worked.


“Gods were not this obsessed with the Seventh Floor from the beginning. They had some pride in their own Worldviews, after all. They would not have crumbled that easily.”


According to Rayray, it had taken quite a long time for the gods of the Seventh Floor to become like this.


“If you stay here, you receive every service needed for maintaining a Worldview. Worldview management, Follower management, Part management, all of it. Just being connected to the Seventh Floor takes care of everything.”


At first, some gods entered the tower simply because they wanted to experience the 〈Metaverse〉. Yet after receiving the Seventh Floor’s services, they no longer wanted to leave the tower.


“Once you get a taste of that convenience, you cannot help becoming addicted little by little. Your Worldview gets managed for you, your Followers get looked after for you. Gods only need to eat, play, and do nothing here. And gods who become famous here gain recognition as an extra benefit.”

“Ah…”


Only then did Runald begin to understand why so many gods were trapped on the Seventh Floor. If all they had to do was connect to receive such conveniences, there was no reason gods would not lose themselves in indulgence.


After hesitating for a moment, Rayray spoke as if making a confession.


“I was originally one of those Anonymous Gods too.”

“What? Really?”


Rayray nodded.


“Almost everyone in Yesterday would know my name. I was there for a very long time.”

“Then why did you come outside?”

“It is hard to explain, but… I felt like I was living wrong.”


Rayray scratched their cheek and looked toward Rene.

Rene still appeared busy shaking the sleeping gods awake.


“Hey! Wake up! We said we would destroy the Alliance together!”

“Uuugh! Aaaaaah!”


Pilgrim, Drake’s Vicegerent, had silently watched the scene from nearby before asking,


“Can we not just kill them all?”


“No! If we harm the Anonymous Gods here, the entire Seventh Floor’s forces will converge on us. And if we turn the gods into enemies, we will not be able to win the Election.”


Rene began awakening the Anonymous Gods again.


[Anonymous God 654]

[Anonymous God 655]

[Anonymous God 666]

…


Of course, none of the gods woke up.

But Rene did not give up.


And gods were watching Rene refuse to give up.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ looks at Rene with pity.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ tells her to stop clinging to those hopeless fools.]

[‘Anonymous God 48’ tells Rene they are sorry.]


Rayray was one of them.


“Watching that one challenge the tower again and again made me want to find a little courage too.”

“Is Rene’s goal to drive the Alliance out of the tower?”

“Probably. She kept running unpopular broadcasts because she wanted to expose the Alliance’s corruption. Now that we have Naked Stab too, taking the Seventh Floor is not completely impossible.”


The Seventh Floor of the 〈Metaverse〉 was the Alliance’s authority and symbol.

It was where most of the income generated by the Metaverse was controlled.


If they could seize this prized territory of the Alliance, bringing down the Alliance would not be impossible.


The problem was this.


[‘Anonymous God 324’ grumbles that they should stop waking them up.]

[‘Anonymous God 475’ declares that they will not let it slide if they are awakened one more time.]


The gods’ fortress was far sturdier than expected.


Runald watched Rene continue persuading the gods, then asked,


“Oh, was there not a kid around my age here? They told me to come here from the Sixth Floor.”

“A kid? Ah. You mean Jin Eunsae of the Rupture.”

“Oh, yes. That one.”


The boy had certainly looked around Runald’s age.

If not for that child, Runald would have died to Galateon’s spear on the Sixth Floor. He had wanted to thank Jin Eunsae when they met again, but after arriving on the Seventh Floor, he had not seen Jin Eunsae even once.


“That one is…”


Before Rayray could continue, a System message echoed through the air.


[Warning! You must seize at least one Plant within ten minutes.]

[If you fail the Task, you will be forcibly removed from the 〈Metaverse〉.]


Runald’s expression darkened.

The promised twelve hours would soon be up, yet they had made no progress in seizing a Plant. There had been no news from Jaehwan, whom they had counted on.


Rayray patted Runald’s shoulder.


“Do not worry too much. There is a way to avoid being removed.”

“What? Really?”


Without a word, Rayray pointed at the message in the air. It was written in tiny letters beside the removal warning.


[Pay 3,000 trust to receive an additional twelve-hour grace period.]


Andersen read the message and muttered in disbelief.


“Do not tell me everyone paid that to stay here?”


Rayray nodded, looking embarrassed.


“There was no other way.”


It might be better to pay trust and hold out than be chased from the tower like this.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ mocks the ‘Terrorists’.]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ tells them to give up already.]

[‘Anonymous God 324’ asks whether they really thought a revolution was possible.]


Still, Runald could not shake the sense that it was pathetic.

At this rate, rather than fight the Alliance, they would only keep handing trust over to them.


In fact, even though three of the Metaverse Six Gods had been defeated, the Alliance did not seem particularly concerned about them.


“Damn bastards…”


Perhaps they thought the group would grow tired and eventually fall apart.

That had been the Alliance’s effective strategy for the past five hundred years.


The Alliance had always used the tower’s System to delay revolutions.


No matter how many gods enraged by the Alliance’s tyranny gathered together, if the decisive stage for a revolution did not emerge, their boiling emotions quickly cooled.


Once the spark of revolution had died down and the gods began saying they were sick of it, the Alliance would begin to move.


“Arteina. Are you using the method that was used against us now?”


Five hundred years had passed since the Great Revolution failed.

Now the tower’s gods had grown even more impatient than they were then.


[‘Anonymous God 58’ says this is starting to get boring.]

[‘Anonymous God 535’ asks whether they still have not liberated a Plant.]

[The God of Speed ‘Velo’ says they do not know what is popular these days.]


Even if they paid 3,000 trust to extend their stay on the Seventh Floor, the number of gods supporting them would inevitably fall in no time at all.


That was when something unexpected happened.


[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]


“Huh?”


They had no idea what was going on, but a message announcing the successful liberation of a Plant appeared.


Rene came running toward them in a panic from the distance.

Rayray waved and asked,


“Hey, Rene! Did you succeed?”

“Huh? Was it not your side that succeeded?”


Rene looked completely confused too.


“Where is the liberated area? Who did it?”


Pilgrim, who had been carrying out a liberation mission nearby, and Gale, who was farther away, both sent messages saying it was not them.


Then it began.


[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]


A Plant liberation message began appearing almost once every thirty minutes.


[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]


Considering how stalled they had been until now, it was an unbelievable pace.


Then, messages flooded Rene’s channel.


[‘Anonymous God 88’ pleads with them to stop!]

[‘Anonymous God 94’ shouts, “Demon! Demon!”]

[‘Anonymous God 324’ asks Rene to stop this demon!]


Rene climbed to higher ground nearby to check the situation.

In the distance, Plants that had been successfully reclaimed were sending up green pillars of light. Most of them were adjacent to one another.


A-57, A-58, A-61…


After checking the numbers, Rene and Runald looked at each other and muttered,


“My god.”

“No way.”


They were all Plants in the area where Jaehwan had been staying.
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[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]


No matter how quickly they captured Plants, this pace should have been impossible. At first, it happened once every thirty minutes. Before long, it became once every twenty minutes, then once every ten.


Rene muttered with a dazed expression.


“What on earth is he doing?”


Watching the pillars of green light rise at a terrifying speed on the other side, Rene spoke to the others.


“We cannot lose either.”


They had to bring even one more god over to their side while there was time left.


Seizing Plants was only the beginning of the Seventh Floor.


Then something even stranger began to happen.


“I-I’ll do it! I’ll do it, so please do not send me over there!”

“What?”

“I have wanted to become a Terrorist for a long time!”


The gods Rene had awakened began climbing out of their cocoons on their own. They watched the pillars of light rising from the other side, trembling with a strange terror in their eyes.


[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]

[Someone has succeeded in liberating a Plant!]


Several hours passed as the messages continued appearing one after another.


[The Plant liberation requirements for the ‘Election’ have been fulfilled.]

[The number of residents supporting the ‘Terrorists’ has exceeded the required threshold.]

[The ‘Election’ begins.]


At last, the second phase of the Seventh Floor had begun.


“Already? This is the first time I have seen Phase Two come this quickly.”

“It is finally starting.”


Runald stood blankly amid the people rushing about.


“What is starting? Jaehwan-nim has not returned yet.”


“Runald, look up.”


The drones in the area began gathering in the sky above the Seventh Floor. Like a swarm of bees, they formed a square formation in the air, then became an enormous screen.


A video began playing across the screen made by the drones.


[Selecting candidates to run in the ‘Election’.]

[Eligible candidates will receive a ‘Declaration of Candidacy’.]


A message appeared before Runald as well.


[You have currently accumulated enough influence to run for office.]

[Write your ‘Declaration of Candidacy’.]


A declaration of candidacy, out of nowhere?


Rayray explained it to Runald, who still did not understand the rules.


“The second phase is the ‘election campaign.’ Terrorists who built influence with the residents during the first phase can run as ‘King candidates’ in the second phase and earn votes.”

“If you win the vote, do you become the ‘King’?”

“In principle, yes.”

“So that was why you told us not to offend the gods.”


Runald looked at the declaration of candidacy before him and thought for a moment.


“But can I write one too?”

“Of course. We do not know which one of us will win.”


In that case.


Clutching his small head and groaning, Runald began writing his declaration. Andersen fluttered her wings beside him and offered suggestions.


“Will promises like that be enough? You need to win the gods over. Look, you should at least write something like this…”


“What would you know, God-nim? Please be quiet.”


A little later, Runald finished writing his promises and pressed the send button.


The other candidates seemed to have completed their preparations too, as they waited for the results while watching the screen in the sky. Rene’s face flushed at the thought that they had finally made it this far.


“Gods! I believe in you!”


[The candidates’ campaign promises begin!]


Then footage began appearing on the screen.


[Candidate A. The God of Yesterday ‘Arteina’.]


Amid cheers, Arteina appeared on a terrace in the video.


[Make the Seventh Floor of the Metaverse into Paradise. Return once more to the ‘Yesterday’ we dreamed of.]


It was an introduction reminiscent of an advertisement for luxury apartments.


As if every scene had already been prepared, the next shots showed Arteina personally caring for the gods of the Seventh Floor, one by one.


[The perfect care service for gods who do not want to work.]

[Followers who grow up just fine without my care.]

[Even a personalized Part delivery service that keeps up with the latest trends.]


The Seventh Floor’s personalized service used countless Dolls and drones to care for the gods in their cocoons, as well as their Worldviews. One after another, gods smiled happily like babies.


[The gods’ hard work deserves to be rewarded.]

[You who spent your entire life working only for your Followers, find the self you lost on the ‘Seventh Floor of the Metaverse’.]

[The candidate only for you, Candidate A, the God of Yesterday ‘Arteina’.]


For any god who had struggled to climb this far, it was an advertisement that could bring them to tears.


One Anonymous God was even sniffling, apparently deeply moved by the advertisement.


“We cannot lose either.”


Rene clenched her fist and shouted.


[Candidate B. ‘Rene’.]


As if she had prepared for this day, Rene in the introductory video spun around in a dress of soft colors.


[‘SirwenTV’ grumbles that the concept overlaps with theirs too much.]

[‘Slashing Only TV’ cheers for Rene!]

[‘Anonymous God 583’ cheers for Rene!]


Then Rene’s promises began.


[I am Rene, running as Candidate B!]


Unlike the refreshing opening, most of Rene’s promises were straightforward.


She clearly distinguished what she could and could not do, and she did not promise conveniences she could not provide.


The crucial difference between her promises and Arteina’s was this.


[I will return all trust unfairly exploited from the gods by the ‘Alliance’!]


Rene’s prepared video also exposed the reality of the Seventh Floor, created by the Alliance’s exaggerated advertisements. It showed the gods’ Worldviews slowly declining despite receiving the Seventh Floor’s services, as well as the fate of gods who were driven from the Seventh Floor once all their trust ran out.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ shouts that it is a fake video!]

[‘Anonymous God 986’ suffers while watching the video.]


The next candidate was Drake’s Vicegerent, Pilgrim.


[As Drake’s Vicegerent, if I become King, I will remodel the royal palace with dragon bones to raise the spirit of dragons, and hold a ‘Dragon Hunt’ event twice a week...]


...


Next came the God of Flash, Rayray.


[W-Well, if I, I become King...!]


[‘Anonymous God 48’ asks why their friend, who usually spoke so well, is acting like this.]

[‘Anonymous God 535’ says they cannot vote for someone like this.]


...


The mid-grade god Gale was there too.


[If this body becomes King, there will be benefits fairly distributed among all mid-grade gods on the Seventh Floor...]


[‘Anonymous God 94’ tells that mid-grade god nobody to get lost!]


Runald patted the shoulder of the dejected Rayray.


“It is okay. You did well.”

“D-Damn it. It was my first time speaking in front of this many gods... Are you next?”

“Yes.”


Runald nodded energetically.


A moment later, Runald’s face filled the screen.


[Candidate F. ‘Runald’.]


Runald cleared his throat softly and opened his mouth.


[Uh, hello.]


Perhaps because it was rare for a child to appear as a candidate, the gods showed interest upon seeing Runald’s face.


[‘Anonymous God 48’ shouts, “Go, Runald!”]

[‘Anonymous God 148’ says Runald is the real deal after all.]


Runald calmly recited the speech he had prepared.


[If I become ‘King’, I will give every god on the Seventh Floor one million trust!]


...


After the round of campaign promises ended, Runald sat huddled together with the other gods, staring at the screen on the ceiling.


[The real-time vote count will be revealed shortly.]


“Can we win?”

“Even if we win with your ridiculous promise, where will we get that much trust...?”


As Rayray muttered darkly, Rene said,


“It is enough if we can get even one more vote. We will unify our candidacies at the end. Since the Terrorists are at a disadvantage, we can shift votes even during the ‘Election’.”


Rene’s strategy was to field as many candidates as possible to split Arteina’s votes, then gather the divided votes back in one place.


[Current voter turnout: 54.4%]


The problem was that turnout was not rising easily from 54 percent.


Runald asked,


“It seems quite a few gods have not voted yet.”


A moment later, the results appeared in the sky.


[The real-time vote tally is revealed!]


+


Current count: 38.3%


1st: Arteina, 405,434 votes

2nd: Rene, 157,123 votes

3rd: Runald, 34,123 votes

4th: Rayray, 8,731 votes

5th: Gale, 351 votes

6th: Pilgrim, 163 votes


+


“Wow, I am in third place! I got thirty thousand votes!”


Runald sprang to his feet in surprise.


The other gods did not look pleased.


“We do not have nearly enough votes.”


From second-place Rene to sixth-place Pilgrim, the Terrorists barely exceeded two hundred thousand votes even when all their votes were combined.


Arteina, on the other hand, had surpassed four hundred thousand votes, exactly twice as many.


Rayray muttered bitterly.


“That means there are that many gods who do not want the times to change.”


The election was racing toward its middle stage. At this rate, it was painfully clear who would become the next King.


[A new candidate has appeared.]


Then the seventh candidate appeared.


* * *


royal palace 〈Yesterday's Noon〉.


Arteina shared celebratory glasses of champagne with the advisors while watching the vote tally.


“You all worked hard again this time.”

“What are you saying? It is all thanks to Arteina-nim’s usual character.”


Arteina looked proudly at the advisors.


They were the advisors of Alliance 「Prayer」, who had served alongside Arteina for a full five hundred years.


From analyzing voter tendencies to manipulating public opinion. If an Election was a battlefield, these invincible advisors could never lose. Thanks to them, Arteina had enjoyed an unprecedentedly long reign for the past five hundred years.


This vote did not seem likely to bring any surprises either.


“So Justice really died to fools like those.”


The one called Naked Stab, who had supposedly cut down three of the Metaverse Six Gods in one stroke, bothered Arteina a little. Still, as long as the battlefield was the Seventh Floor, Arteina was confident of victory even if the Seven Divine Thrones came.


With such overwhelming support behind Arteina, there was even less to worry about.


Arteina watched Andersen, in the form of a fluttering crow, on the screen.


“You have changed a great deal, Andersen.”


There had once been a time when Arteina had climbed the tower together with Andersen.


The days when they were revered as the Four Heroes. They had not been bad days.


Yet the world Andersen wanted to create was fundamentally different from the one Arteina desired.


“Do you still dream of a world where gods and Followers are equal?”


Arteina liked neither gods nor Followers.


Arteina had climbed the tower in the first place only to put an end to all this conflict and build a small Paradise.


“Vermin.”


Arteina smiled coldly while watching the gods trapped in Plant cocoons, dreaming of Yesterday.


Those gods were the results of the God Rearing project Arteina had carried out for five hundred years.


Confine every god who entered 〈Metaverse〉 on this Seventh Floor.


Maintain the Alliance by drawing limitless World Force from them.


Make them helpless by providing every kind of convenience and pleasure.


In the end, turn them into Anonymous Gods and use them to sustain the Plants.


Five hundred years had passed since God Rearing began.


The gods gradually sickened, and Arteina’s Yesterday finally formed a complete system.


Now, the gods here had their World Force exploited without a single complaint. They vented their lost anger on 《Little Brother》.


Arteina even used that anger.


[‘Anonymous God 94’ points out that candidate ‘Runald’s’ promises are terrible!]

[‘Anonymous God 88’ attacks candidate ‘Rene’s’ usual behavior!]


By controlling those Anonymous Gods alone, Arteina could manipulate public opinion in 〈Metaverse〉 at will.


Arteina was certain now.


No matter who appeared, this kingdom would never fall.


[A new candidate has appeared!]


Even after seeing the message on the screen, Arteina scoffed.


“Running now? The election is practically over.”


Her advisors’ expressions were strange.


Realizing that something was wrong, Arteina asked,


“What is it?”

“W-Well, the final candidate’s approval rating is unusual.”

“The projected support has just exceeded 30 percent... No, 35 percent!”


That could not be true.


If it was, the Terrorists’ combined vote share would surpass Arteina’s.


Then the candidate appeared on the screen.


“So it is him after all.”


As expected, the final candidate was Naked Stab.


The moment he appeared on the screen, public opinion on 《Little Brother》 began boiling over.


That much had been expected. Naked Stab was the most dangerous competitor in this Election.


“What are his promises? How could he possibly...”


One of the advisors turned up the speaker volume.


A moment later, Jaehwan’s promise began playing.


“Yesterday is over.”


As he said that, Jaehwan took something from his chest.


Arteina narrowed those eyes and stared at the item in Jaehwan’s hand, recognizing it at once.


“Why does he have that...”


It was the [Time Cube] Jihan had possessed.


A Part made to imprison gods within a time prison with an accelerated time ratio.


Something even more shocking happened next.


“For the record, this is not a campaign promise.”


The moment Jaehwan activated the Cube, the Anonymous Gods trapped in Plants near him vanished in a dazzling burst of light.


Then, shortly afterward.


[‘Anonymous God 635’ cries out in pain!]

[‘Anonymous God 675’ begs to be spared!]

[‘Anonymous God 664’ shouts for it to stop now!]


...


Messages poured in at an abnormal speed.


About ten minutes passed.


Anonymous Gods began pouring out of the Cube.


“What on earth?”


The gods who emerged from the Cube had changed.


Unlike before they entered, their eyes were clearer and their expressions healthier.


It made no sense. If they had just awakened from their cocoons, they should have been lying limp and listless, without even the strength to move.


What were those dignified faces?


They lined up behind Jaehwan like an army. The god at their head draped a coat over Jaehwan’s shoulders.


Jaehwan dusted off his clothes as though nothing had happened and continued.


“From now on, you will live in ‘Today’.”


Footnotes:
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Anonymous God 94 realized someone was shaking him inside his cocoon.


“Hey, rookie. Wake up!”


For some reason, he had a feeling the inevitable had finally come.


He had heard stories from the other gods, his fellows on the Seventh Floor. If one slept there long enough, the Terrorists would eventually wake them up.


His fellow god, ‘Anonymous God 37’, had put it this way.


“Put simply, you are unlucky. Still, do not worry. Those bastards cannot touch you. If they want votes, they cannot harm us ‘Anonymous Gods’.”


So Anonymous God 94 was not particularly worried.


The Terrorists were only a tiny faction, after all. Most of them would be dealt with by Arteina before the election even began.


Anonymous God 94 irritably brushed away the hand shaking him and shouted,


“Ah, just leave me alone! I am in the middle of a gacha draw, what the-”


Something struck him across the face.


“Wh-what, what was that?”


Pain spread across his cheek. Tears welled up at the pain transmitted through his Doll.


How long had it been since he had last felt pain like this?


Anonymous God 94 tried to shout again in shock.


Slap!


The other side of his face was struck as well.


His face felt swollen, and indignation surged through him.


Who did they think he was?


He was active as ‘Anonymous God 94’ now, but he had once been a high-ranking god of the 《Abyss》.


“Y-You! Do you think you will get away with this after doing something like that?!”


A hand suddenly reached into the cocoon, grabbed him by the collar, and hurled him onto the ground.


Wondering what lunatic would do something so outrageous, he looked up. Through his hazy vision, he saw the culprit’s face.


“A-Anonymous God 37? Why are you-”


The culprit was the god who had lived alongside him on the Seventh Floor until recently.


The very god who had advised him about the Terrorists.


Yet something was strange about Anonymous God 37.


“I am no longer Anonymous God 37. Get up. Quickly.”

“W-What is this? Why are you-”


A kick landed with a thud, and Anonymous God 94 felt himself being dragged somewhere.


Shortly afterward, his surroundings gradually came into view through the darkness.


Naked ‘Anonymous Gods’ were crouched inside an empty cavern.


A few gods who spotted Anonymous God 94 brightened.


“Oh.”

“You came too?”


He had spent two hundred years living in Yesterday, but this was his first experience like this.


Had the gods of Yesterday ever been kidnapped in such numbers before?


Anonymous God 94 asked a nearby god.


“Hey, 86. What the hell is going on?”


Looking around, he saw countless familiar faces from Yesterday. ‘Anonymous God 98’, who had bragged about a new gacha draw, was there. So was ‘Anonymous God 83’, who had boasted about getting a Legendary Part...


Here, they were all nothing more than naked Anonymous Gods.


“Do not worry. I do not know what is happening, but it will be resolved soon enough. Arteina would never stand for this.”


Yet no drones came to rescue them.


There was a brief buzzing sound from somewhere, but it disappeared almost at once with the sound of something being shot down.


The Anonymous Gods gradually became terrified.


What was happening?


Then a voice echoed through the darkness.


“At first, everyone thought the same way. They thought someone would come rescue them once enough time had passed.”


The Anonymous Gods looked around in alarm.


Where was it coming from?


“Everyone who thought that way died.”


A spotlight flickered on, revealing a man in the center of the cavern.


It was ‘Naked Stab’.


“I-It is Naked Stab!”

“I knew that bastard was behind this!”

“Let us go! What the hell are you doing?!”


The Anonymous Gods began protesting all at once.


Anonymous God 94 joined in and hurled insults at him.


“I will never become a Terrorist like you. No matter what you do, I will not support you!”

“If we work together, taking down one bastard like him will be easy!”


Jaehwan smiled.


“Really? Try it.”


Yet not a single Anonymous God moved first.


Everyone there knew.


That ‘Naked Stab’ had slaughtered three of the Metaverse Six Gods by himself.


Even if they could win by joining forces, most of them would be pierced by that Stab and die. There was no guarantee he would not be one of them.


“Damn it. Link travel isn’t working. What is this?”


For some reason, there was no way to escape this space, not even for gods.


“No one is attacking. Then I will assume none of you have any complaints.”


And so the gods’ Today began.


.

.

.


“Roll backward.”

“Roll backward!”

“Roll forward.”

“Roll forward!”


Watching the gods diligently roll back and forth under the guise of training, Anonymous God 94 wondered what exactly he was doing.


‘What is this?’


Just an hour ago, not every god had listened to him. Some stubbornly insisted they would never do training ordered by that bastard. Others lay flat on the ground, as if daring him to do his worst.


Then ten minutes passed. Then thirty.


By the time he came to his senses, they were all rolling back and forth together.


“Roll sideways!”

“S-Sideways!”

“Why are you not rolling?”

“Roll!”


Anonymous God 94 was one of them.


The reason was simple.


‘I do not want to die.’


They might all have been powerful gods who had reached the Seventh Floor, but they had spent centuries trapped in Yesterday, eating, playing, and doing nothing else.


It was absurd to think they could fight someone on the level of the Metaverse Six Gods, ‘Naked Stab’, using their worthless Dolls.


Arteina’s precious drones were nowhere to be seen. All that remained was a grueling ordeal.


“Just wait. Once I recover, someone like him will be nothing.”

“Hang in there a little longer, everyone. The God of Yesterday will come rescue us soon.”

“Even if the God of Yesterday does not come, this cannot last forever. Those bastards will be kicked off the Seventh Floor soon enough.”

“Ah, right. That is true!”


The Anonymous Gods joined in and participated in the training.


They only had to endure a little longer. If they did, that damned Naked Stab would fall apart on his own.


One hour, two hours, three hours...


When a full twelve hours had passed, Anonymous God 94 realized something was wrong.


‘Why has no one come to save us?’


All they did all day was roll back and forth, occasionally sideways, perform strange exercises that had them flopping their bodies around, and practice Stab.


“That is not how you stab.”


Naked Stab did not even count it as a Stab unless they used the proper stance.


‘Why the hell am I learning Stab?’


And so Anonymous God 94 began to stab.


He stabbed, then stabbed again.


One day, two days, three days. Ten days.


A month passed in the blink of an eye.


“Why is no one coming?!”


No answer came.


The only things around him were gods immersed in Stab.


“I have completed five thousand Stabs!”

“Good work.”

“Heh.”


Before long, the Anonymous Gods became addicted to Stab, living for Jaehwan’s praise.


One month, two months, three months. Time kept passing.


Naked Stab, whom they thought would give up after a day or two, trained them without rest.


Roll forward. Roll backward. Stab.


‘What kind of monster is he?’


The gods, including Anonymous God 94, gave up on being rescued.


He did not know why, but no rescue was coming.


They had been abandoned.


Now, they had to survive on their own.


From that point on, Anonymous God 94 began practicing Stab in earnest.


It was no longer Stab to avoid dying.


It was Stab to live.


“A healthy soul!”


He stabbed, then stabbed again.


“Houses a healthy god!”


Time passed endlessly.


One year, two years, three years, four years...


One day, while so absorbed in Stab that he had forgotten time itself, Anonymous God 94 finally achieved fifty thousand Stabs.


‘Huh?’


When he came to his senses, his Doll had changed.


Vitality surged through the body that had once hung limp inside the cocoon.


It felt like the old days, when he had roamed the 《Abyss》 directly with his Vicegerent in his youth.


That was right.


This was what it had felt like.


As he repeated Stab, the distracting thoughts in his mind disappeared one by one.


He forgot the Parts and Skins rotting away in Yesterday. He forgot the stress of new gacha draws. He forgot his envy toward other gods who had obtained better Parts.


He gradually forgot Yesterday.


Instead, his mind was filled with the sweaty Today before him.


「God.」

「Have you truly returned?」


Then he began to faintly hear the voices of his Followers.


「Martis-nim.」


Anonymous God 94.


He had once been known as Martis, the God of the Grasslands.


“You may go now.”

“What?”


Martis turned to look at Jaehwan, whose hand rested on his shoulder.


A door leading outside stood where Jaehwan gestured with his chin.


“B-But...”

“Go. You will understand when you do.”


Martis stared blankly at the door.


He could finally leave.


Yet he was afraid.


How much time had passed outside? What would happen to him once he stepped through that door?


Overcoming his fear, Martis stepped outside.


“Argh! Let me go!”

“Aagh! Save me!”


What was going on?


The sight that greeted him was the very scene he had last seen just before being imprisoned in the mysterious cavern.


Anonymous Gods were being pulled from Plants and sucked into the Cube.


Martis checked the time and doubted his eyes.


“Only ten minutes have passed?”


Martis looked at the cocoon he had emerged from.


[Anonymous God 94]


The cocoon waiting for him looked as if it had only recently been torn open.


It was not too late. He could still return.


If he entered that cocoon again, he could regain everything he had enjoyed in Yesterday.


All he had to do was return right now. Right now.


“Ah.”


Then why could he not make himself move?


Martis dazedly looked up at the sky.


The election was still underway, and he was still on the Seventh Floor.


Nothing had changed.


No, perhaps...


Something had.


Martis looked at the cocoon where he had slept for a moment, then turned away.


“Hey, Martis. Is training over?”


Gods who had regained their names passed by, patting him on the shoulder.


They were pulling ‘Anonymous Gods’ from the nearby Plants.


“Come on, let us start clearing this area.”


Why?


The reason was simple.


They wanted other gods to know the feeling they had discovered.


Martis looked at the cocoon lying in a nearby Plant.


[Anonymous God 324]


It was the number of the god who had once bragged about a new Skin.


Soon, Anonymous God 324’s horrible screams rang out.


Martis smiled as Anonymous God 324 screamed curses at him.


“Training time, rookie.”


Perhaps becoming a Terrorist was not so bad after all.


* * *


Jaehwan looked down at the [Time Cube], which trembled precariously.


[The durability of the ‘Time Cube’ is almost depleted.]


This, too, was nearing its limit.


In truth, making it work this long was practically a miracle.


He had temporarily sealed the holes made by Stab and used the technology Ethan provided to turn the Cube into a kind of Tower of Nightmares.


It was only possible because Jaehwan had already made a Tower of Nightmares once before.


Still, he had not expected it to work this well.


At first, he had only captured a few dozen gods as a test and thrown them inside to see what would happen. He had not expected it to go this far.


The current time ratio of the [Time Cube] was ten years for every ten minutes.


In other words, ten minutes outside was ten years inside the Cube.


Exactly ten years for each team.


Jaehwan was used to enduring time, so he trained the gods over and over.


What was astonishing was how much those thoroughly trained gods had changed.


“Move, move!”

“The next one is that Plant!”

“Jaehwan-nim, we have finished clearing this Plant!”


The gods who emerged from the Time Cube tore open nearby cocoons and brought back Anonymous Gods themselves, as if they wanted to spread the feeling they had experienced.


“A healthy soul!”


That was not enough for them. They even made up their own chant.


“Houses a healthy god!”


Leaving those fools behind, Jaehwan looked up at the screen in the sky.


From a distance, this might look like a kind of Destruction as well.


* * *


[My Seventh Floor! My Seventh Floor!]


Arteina, who had belatedly discovered what Jaehwan had done through the [Time Cube], muttered with trembling lips.


It was something that defied common sense.


[What kind of god could possibly do something like that? How many years has he spent inside the Cube in total?]


A moment later, the advisors answered in shocked voices.


[I-It appears to be at least two hundred years.]


The idea of spending that much time training such pathetic vermin was incomprehensible.


No one in their right mind could do something like that.


[Every god in the Liberation Plant area supports him.]


Even at that moment, the Plants continued to be liberated.


[Naked Stab’s approval rating is rising sharply!]


Jaehwan’s vote share soared in an instant, passing Rene and rising to second place.


Arteina finally made her decision.


[Prepare the Election’s final sequence.]


Arteina’s expression turned cold as she watched Jaehwan on the screen.


[I will show you that ‘Yesterday’ does not disappear so easily.]


Footnotes:
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Watching Jaehwan's vote count rise at an incredible speed, the members of Terrorist were in a festive mood.


+


Current count: 65.11%


1st, Arteina: 435,231 votes

2nd, Jaehwan: 361,501 votes

3rd, Rene: 167,631 votes

4th, Runald: 54,465 votes

5th, Rayray: 10,381 votes

6th, Gale: 543 votes

7th, Pilgrim: 321 votes


+


"Whooooo!"

"I knew you'd pull it off, Naked Stab!"

"If we unite behind him, we can win this."


Cheers erupted everywhere.


Runald shouted Jaehwan's name until his throat hurt. He did not know what had happened, but Jaehwan had pulled it off again.


Still, a corner of Runald's heart felt empty.


"That Plant is next."

"Yes!"


The voices of the Anonymous Gods came from behind him.


Runald clenched his fist without realizing it.


I wanted to help too.


"Runald," Andersen said. "You're not a god. There are things you can't do."


He knew. Yet knowing did not mean he could simply say, "I understand," and accept it.


He was Jaehwan's only Follower.


"Andersen-nim, you feel it too, don't you?"


Runald could not simply let this feeling, the one his only god must be feeling, pass him by.


Why was his god still so lonely, even at a moment like this?


Runald hurriedly looked for Jaehwan, but Jaehwan was nowhere to be seen.


That was when a new System message appeared.


[The current public opinion of the candidates will be revealed!]


"Public opinion?"

"Everyone, be careful. This isn't just public opinion..."


Before Rene could finish her warning, a flood of messages poured from the sky.


「You're just a ■ copying Sirwen.」

「Stop that ■ broadcast.」

「Amazing that such a third-rate broadcast made it this far.」

「Feels good to leech off Naked Stab?」


Rene's expression hardened first. Then the gods began to stagger.


Runald instantly recognized what this was.


It was a kind of Prayer Flood Wave.


「Is Rayray a stutterer?」

「They acted all high and mighty back in Yesterday, and now they're getting taught a lesson.」


The God of Flash, Rayray, hunched their narrow shoulders even further.


「You dragon-fetishist ■.」


Pilgrim, Drake's Vicegerent, groaned.


「A lackey of some mid-grade god dares show up on the Seventh Floor?」


The mid-grade god Gale's face turned red.


Blatant insults and false rumors poured from the sky.


Public opinion shifted in step with them.


[‘Anonymous God 755’ asks whether that is true.]

[‘Anonymous God 548’ demands an explanation from Rene.]


"Ah, that's..."

"Wait. I never said anything like that."


Whenever they explained one thing, another accusation appeared. Some even took issue with the way they explained themselves.


「Are you getting annoyed right now?」


"No, that's not..."


「You made a little trust and now you think you're above everyone else?」


The barrage of criticism finally reached Runald.


「Someone like you is Naked Stab's Follower?」

「If it were me, I'd leave on my own. Get off on this floor if you have any conscience.」

「I looked up this guy's Tower of Nightmares record. He's a total nobody.」


At first, Runald responded with a smile. Before long, he wanted to cover his ears.


"Hey, Runald, get a hold of yourself!"


Andersen flew over in a hurry, beating her wings wildly as she shouted.


"Hey. Block the messages! Tell them to stop already!"


[You want us to stop? Already?]


A voice came from somewhere.


[Does this look like something that can simply be stopped?]


Andersen immediately realized who the voice belonged to.


[Did you want to become the King of the Seventh Floor with such flimsy resolve?]


"Arteina!"


Andersen snarled.


Arteina was the God of Yesterday, the one King who lived while hearing the voices of every god among the millions gathered here.


The king's face appeared on the screen.


[What you have heard is only a tiny fraction of the messages I receive. And you already want to give up?]


Only then did the members of Terrorist seem to realize what they had wanted to become.


"We have to hear this every day?"


[‘Anonymous God 511’ mocks the members of Terrorist.]

[‘Anonymous God 675’ asks whether they wanted to become king without even that much resolve.]


Runald's body slowly tilted beneath the flood of messages.


All kinds of Prayers gnawed at his soul, bringing pain so intense that his head felt ready to burst.


「Release new Parts. They're too expensive.」

「Your service management is terrible. Are you taking my trust and running?」

「Lower the gacha prices! Lower the gacha prices! Lower the gacha prices!」


Runald staggered and muttered.


"I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry..."


A large hand caught Runald before he collapsed.


The instant it touched him, the messages surging into his ears vanished completely.


"That's enough."


It was Jaehwan.


Arteina's voice rang out.


[You were the one who started this, weren't you, Naked Stab?]


"What did I start?"


[Didn't you destroy my Cocoons as you pleased? And didn't you corrupt them by filling them with strange ideas?]


"I didn't do anything. They chose to live in Today themselves."


[They chose to live in Today?]


Arteina suddenly began to chuckle.


The king's gaze on the massive screen turned toward the Anonymous Gods who had left home.


[Gods. Was the Yesterday we shared really so insignificant?]


"Shut up! You were exploiting us!"

"If you had done your job properly, we'd still be in Yesterday too!"


[Exploiting you? Me?]


Arteina tilted her head as if she had heard something truly strange.


A moment later, the screen showed Arteina working diligently. The gods receiving Yesterday's services smiled happily.


Each scene came from the Yesterday of a god who had now chosen to live in Today.


"That's me..."

"Who said we wanted to see that crap?"

"We're never going back!"


Arteina asked them.


[Let us live diligently in Today. It sounds nice. But everyone, did you live diligently in Yesterday?]


"You made us helpless!"


[You could have lived diligently in Yesterday as much as you wished. No one forced you to become helpless.]


As if in response, the Prayer Flood Wave poured down from the sky.


「Today becomes Yesterday tomorrow too, you ■ gods.」

「Do they think they're the only ones who figured it out?」


[Do you truly think you can live in Today now?]


「They're definitely regretting it already.」


[To live in Today, you must have lived properly in Yesterday as well. Only then can you live properly tomorrow. But do you truly think there is such a thing as Today for people like you, who could not even live properly in Yesterday without me?]


「Are you really going to throw away everything you pulled from gacha draws?」

「We'll be grateful if you leave all your items behind.」


Perhaps remembering what they had left behind in Yesterday, the gods' expressions began to waver.


The Gods of Today were wavering.


[Come to your senses. For a moment, you may feel liberated, as if you have attained enlightenment. But you will soon learn what the 《Abyss》 is truly like. Have you forgotten? Driven into ruthless competition, you will eventually fall behind again.]


A few gods trembled and shouted that it was not true.


Their voices were too quiet to be properly heard.


Arteina continued.


[Exhausted by competition, you will begin to think the old days were better. You will seek comfort and long for this place again. When that time comes, you will think to yourselves: What if I had stayed in Yesterday?]


The moment Arteina finished speaking, several gods screamed and ran back toward their Cocoons.


They had become afraid.


As if driving in the final nail, Arteina continued.


[You do not need to live so diligently. That is not the entirety of happiness. Please cherish your Yesterday.]


A heavy silence settled over them.


Within that silence, the gods thought. They weighed the Yesterday they had lived against the value of the Today they had chosen.


They hesitated.


Could I live in Today? Had I been intoxicated by a momentary realization and made the wrong choice?


"You're right."


The gods lingering near Jaehwan all turned to look at him.


They had come this far trusting Jaehwan alone.


They expected him to refute Arteina on their behalf.


Jaehwan's response was unexpected.


"Those who want to go back can go back. I never expected much from you anyway."


The flustered gods looked at one another.


Jaehwan continued.


"I have nothing to give you for staying by my side. I'm not your babysitter. Managing your Worldviews, gathering Followers, buying Parts, that crap is all yours to deal with. If you prefer someone else doing it for you, go back."


Jaehwan knew better than anyone that there was no use telling people to live in Today a hundred times.


It had been the same when he stabbed alone.


"Doing that Stab day after day won't change anything."

"If it were me, I'd spend that time looking for good skills."


Every one of those people had been deceived by the [Stone of Regression] and fallen into a Dream Demon's dream, just as the Anonymous Gods were doing now.


「Ha! Naked Stab never admits he's wrong.」

「He goes around smashing everything while pretending to look for his friend, but he's cold as hell.」

「His friend probably got sold off to the gods and died already.」


Jaehwan ignored the words coming through the Prayer Flood Wave and looked over the remaining gods instead.


Most of those here did not know how to live in Today.


That was why he had taught them his Stab.


So they could at least do that and try to live in Today.


"I can't do anything for those who stay here. You've only lived diligently for ten years and barely managed to fall into the illusion that you're living in Today."


The gods' belief that they were living properly was only an illusion given to them by the Today they had just escaped into from their garbage Yesterday.


Real Today was made by enduring and piling up that hellish day, every single day.


"Living tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow, as if they were Today is up to you. Of course, there are hardly any people who can do that. You're all soft, and you'll go back to living like trash. Only those who are fine with that should stay here."


At those words, several gods turned away as if they had made up their minds.


They abandoned Today and chose Yesterday again.


Others seemed to burn with even greater resolve after hearing Jaehwan's words.


Jaehwan watched them for a moment.


Few among them would remain until the end. Even those who did would have difficulty finding anything greater than what they had given up.


Jaehwan silently looked up at the sky.


Arteina was right.


The gods who stayed in Yesterday might be happier than the gods who lived in Today.


"But there is one thing I can promise."


Perhaps that was why he sought this world's end.


"To those who remain in Yesterday."


Rumble.


Arteina sensed the energy pouring from Jaehwan's entire body and sharply asked,


[What are you planning to do?]


"It's simple. Like you said, Today becomes Yesterday once tomorrow comes."


Jaehwan slowly drew Dokbul.


"You will all die in that Yesterday."


The murmurs of the Anonymous Gods mixed into the Prayer Flood Wave.


「No way.」

「That can't be true. No matter how crazy he is.」

「Try stabbing. Try stabbing.」


The power of Fall gathered over Jaehwan's Dokbul as it slowly began to burn.


[Are you serious? You must know what will happen if you do that.]


Jaehwan did not answer Arteina.


[The Seventh Floor has continued for thousands of years. It is not a world you can control just because your feelings were hurt.]


"Then try stopping me yourself."


[That...]


"You can't."


The increasingly desperate Anonymous Gods changed their messages and pressed Arteina.


[‘Anonymous God 481’ asks if he is threatening them right now.]

[‘Anonymous God 528’ says it is all a bluff.]

[‘Anonymous God 849’ says he cannot win the election if he kills them anyway.]

[‘Anonymous God 510’ asks Arteina whether she is just going to let this happen.]

...


The gods were not the only ones trying to stop Jaehwan.


"Please stop."


Jaehwan looked at Rene as she staggered toward him.


"If you cross that line, you won't be able to come back. If you kill that many gods, you will become a public enemy of the 《Abyss》."

"..."

"No, becoming an enemy isn't the important part. You can't possibly live properly after doing something like that. Not even you could bear that kind of sin."


Dark shadows hung beneath Rene's eyes as the Prayer Flood Wave tormented her in real time.


Jaehwan understood.


Rene was stopping him now because she knew what was right.


Jaehwan knew it too.


Someone would surely make a different choice from his.


There would be someone who carefully distinguished good from evil, forgave every god, and tried to save them all together.


"You must be a good god."


At the way he spoke as though he knew who Rene was, her shoulders flinched.


Jaehwan smiled faintly.


"But I didn't come this far to become someone like that."


Jaehwan's Dokbul moved.


Rene's cry, the gods' shouts, and Arteina's words mixed together.


[Don't worry. That person cannot harm you. The Seventh Floor does not permit such terrorism. You belong to my State, to Yesterday. No matter what happens, I will...]


Then Arteina's voice disappeared.


In the next moment, everyone there understood.


Something that had never happened before in 〈Metaverse〉 was unfolding right before their eyes.


Ironically, the last to realize it were the Gods of Yesterday, who still could not believe the reality before them.


The world of the Seventh Floor began to split in a perfectly straight line along Jaehwan's sword strike.


A short while later, a sound announced the Today that every god in 〈Metaverse〉 would never forget.


[A total of 197,412 gods have died on 〈Metaverse〉's Seventh Floor.]
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That day, an overwhelming flood of messages poured in all at once, enough to bring the system of 《Little Brother》 to a momentary halt.


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ opens their mouth.]

[The God of Renown ‘Bergetz’ widens their eyes.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ feels enraptured.]

[The Red Dragon God ‘Drake’ cannot hide their shock.]

······.


The endless stream of messages went on and on.


One of them came from the God of Flames, Ignis.


“Ignis-nim, I don't think that bastard is in his right mind.”


Ignis's Vicegerent, Karavan, muttered as if dumbfounded.


[A total of 197,412 gods have died on 〈Metaverse〉's Seventh Floor.]


Gods dying was not the problem. Gods died all over the place whenever a Holy War broke out.


But nearly two hundred thousand gods had died at once.


And all from a single Stab.


Karavan muttered again.


“I knew it, but that guy really is insane.”


Even setting Naked Stab aside, there were beings capable of slaughtering two hundred thousand gods.


Yet not even the Seven Divine Thrones would casually do something like that.


Dealing with the aftermath would not be easy.


Rumble.


As the ground shook, a message appeared that Karavan had never seen before.


[The transmission of messages through 《Little Brother》 has been temporarily suspended.]


It was obvious what had happened.


An enormous number of messages had flooded out from within 〈Metaverse〉 all at once, enough to overload Little Brother.


Karavan asked as though concerned.


“God, if we leave that guy alone, he’ll die.”


[So what?]


“You're a fan.”


[Who says I'm a fan?]


“You're the one who already took a portal all the way here.”


Karavan snickered and looked up at 〈Metaverse〉.


Having rushed here through an official portal, word would soon spread that Ignis, the God of Flames among the Seven Divine Thrones, had descended upon 〈Caspion〉.


Ignis grumbled.


[It's not like I can even go inside.]


“Is the Neutral Agreement really that important?”


[For now.]


Despite coming all the way here, Ignis could not enter 〈Metaverse〉. The recent conference at 〈Sacred Hall〉 had been decided against Ignis.


“There is insufficient circumstantial evidence. At this time, conflict between the Third Throne and Fifth Throne cannot be permitted.”


It was not that Ignis could not understand the other Seven Divine Thrones' decision.


The last time the Seven Divine Thrones had fought, the entire northern border of the Eighth Site had vanished.


A war between the Seven Divine Thrones was a disaster in the 《Abyss》.


“Let's hang around here a little longer. We might find a reason to intervene.”


[Isn't it because you want to ogle the girls from Caspion?]


Karavan was already staring intently at the back of a female Follower some distance away.


[What are you staring at so hard? Your type?]


“No, look.”


With a weary expression, Ignis looked where Karavan pointed.


A woman clad head to toe in black was entering the tower's High Pass entrance.


[She's pretty.]


“That's not it. Look at her weapon.”


A chain scythe was tucked at the waist of the woman who disappeared toward the tower with a lone guard.


No one in this 《Abyss》 failed to recognize the owner of that chain scythe.


Ignis's voice turned cold.


[What are those 「Rupture」 bastards doing here?]


* * *


“Seolha, are you really okay with this? You didn't even get the Commander's permission.”


“This isn't a situation where we can wait for permission.”


Yu Seolha, Second Division Commander of 「Rupture」, raised the collar of her black robes and quickly scanned the area. Fortunately, no one among the crowd entering through the High Pass recognized her.


“I can't contact Eunsae.”


“Jin Eunsae? They went in here?”


“On the Commander's orders.”


“They aren't ready to face someone on the level of the Metaverse Six Gods yet.”


“That's what I'm saying. Why did the Commander send a kid here?”


Yu Seolha frowned irritably.


The man asked, “When was the last contact?”


“There was a record of contact with Master Cheongheo.”


“What? That old man is still alive?”


“Yeah. That's not important right now, though...”


Standing at the entrance to the High Pass, Yu Seolha glanced at the man.


“Are you really coming with me? You could get dragged into this too, Imai.”


The man shrugged.


He was short, with a katana longer than he was tall strapped to his back.


He looked unimpressive, but he was one of the few beings in this 《Abyss》 who could rival Yu Seolha.


The gods of the 《Abyss》 called him Imai Kazuki, Third Division Commander of 「Rupture」.


Imai spoke.


“I heard that guy is here.”


“That guy?”


“Are you going to keep pretending not to know? I doubt you're going in just because of Eunsae.”


Yu Seolha fell silent.


Yu Seolha had hoped Imai would not know, but it seemed Imai had already found out.


Then again, there was probably no god in the 《Abyss》 who did not know that guy's name by now.


Imai smirked.


“Trying to recruit him again? He sounds like a strange one.”


“He'll be useful if we bring him in.”


“Is he that strong?”


Yu Seolha hesitated briefly.


“He is.”


“Stronger than you?”


“Of course I'm stronger. Still, how should I put it... there's something about him that I can't understand.”


Imai's eyes widened slightly at Yu Seolha's words.


The words “I can’t understand” were common enough, but they held a special meaning for Awakened Ones.


Especially when it came from Yu Seolha, Second Division Commander of Rupture.


Imai murmured with interest.


“I'm looking forward to it.”


At that moment, the nearby ground began to shake violently.


The tremors had come from the tower's upper floors.


Yu Seolha's expression hardened.


“Let's hurry.”


* * *


Rumble.


After the dreadful aftermath had passed, countless messages lay piled over the ruined Seventh Floor like corpses.


[······ is shocked······.]

[······ is ■□■□■□······.]

[······ hatred······.]


Most of the messages were cut off in a mess.


Naturally. Most of the gods must have died before they could even let out a final cry in the face of this calamity.


It was a catastrophe created by a single Stab.


“W-what happened...?”


Even Rene's voice trembled.


Rayray, Pilgrim, Runald, Gale. Every member of Terrorist stared at the sight before them, doubting their own eyes.


Andersen alone did not waver.


“To some, it may be death. To others, it may be liberation. Look carefully at what was destroyed before you speak.”


At those words, the gods finally looked down at the Cocoons scattered across the floor.


The Stab had seemed capable of destroying everything, but on closer inspection, not a single Cocoon had actually been destroyed.


What Jaehwan had destroyed were the facilities connecting the Cocoons to Yesterday.


Rayray spoke in a voice full of disbelief.


“How...?”


One by one, things stirred and crawled out from the Cocoons on the ground.


Each was a Vicegerent or Doll belonging to an Anonymous God.


Since they had been struck by an attack containing the power of Fall, some of the gods connected to Yesterday had been erased entirely.


But their Vicegerents and Dolls had not been harmed.


“Ah... ahhh...”


Those who recognized Jaehwan reached for him with empty eyes.


They were humans who had been forced to serve as the gods' shells while the gods indulged in pleasure in Yesterday.


At least the gods had Yesterday. These people had nothing.


Like prisoners freed from a prison with no promised release, the Vicegerents could only sob and weep endlessly.


Jaehwan extended Dokbul again.


Rumble!


All the Plants east of Jaehwan’s group of Allies turned to ash beneath the dreadful storm.


[A total of 91,698 gods have died on 〈Metaverse〉's Seventh Floor.]


Once was not enough. He did it twice.


The Allies looked as though they could not understand what Jaehwan was doing.


Sometimes, numbers too large made the mind incapable of calculation.


Andersen spoke.


“Pull yourselves together. It was always bound to end like this.”


“B-but this is too...”


“This election was a show from the beginning.”


[The election has been suspended on an emergency basis.]

[By the authority of the ‘King’, emergency martial law has been declared across the Seventh Floor.]


Red emergency lights flashed at the Main Plant in the center of the Seventh Floor.


As the Plant's gates opened, an immense number of drones and guard dogs poured out.


“What happens from now on is not a show.”


Ominous World Force wrapped around the entire Seventh Floor, and Jaehwan prepared another Stab.


Rougher World Force than before coiled around Dokbul.


[You have made a foolish choice.]


With overwhelming fury, something burst in the sky.


[None of you will leave this ‘Seventh Floor’ alive.]


A pitch-black shadow spread over the ceiling of the Seventh Floor.


“Everyone, keep your wits about you.”


Andersen immediately recognized what it was.


It was the vast World Force accumulated on 〈Metaverse〉's Seventh Floor over the past several centuries.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Yesterday」.


World Force unfolded from the sky like a massive umbrella, beginning to enclose the Seventh Floor in the shape of a dome.


Looking closely, it resembled a Cocoon.


A Cocoon large enough to completely cover the entire Seventh Floor. At this rate, they would all be swallowed inside it.


Jaehwan looked once at the Allies, gauged the distance from his position to the outer wall of the enormous Cocoon and the Main Plant, then made his decision.


“Escape. Run until you're beyond the reach of that Sanctuary. If you can't, find a way down to the Sixth Floor.”


“What about you, Jaehwan-nim?”


But Jaehwan was already gone before Runald's question could be answered.


Dokbul was already moving as Jaehwan rushed far ahead toward the Main Plant.


「World Stab」.


The Stab shot straight for the heart of the Main Plant.


The Main Plant was the core of Yesterday. If it collapsed, even Arteina would have difficulty turning this around.


Rumble.


But Jaehwan's Stab was blocked by a massive swarm of drones and guard dogs.


Jaehwan fired Stab after Stab at the drones and guard dogs, sparing not a trace of World Force as he crushed forward like a tank.


The Main Plant was already right before him.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan drove Dokbul into the wall of the Main Plant.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.


The surrounding area quickly began to change into Jaehwan's Sanctuary around Dokbul.


Arteina laughed.


[Too late.]


Arteina's Cocoon was completed faster than Jaehwan's Sanctuary could spread.


“Jaehwan-nim...”


The moment Runald cried out, the entire landscape shook.


All five senses warped, disrupting his sense of reality.


It was the same feeling as when Jaehwan had first entered the Seventh Floor.


Jaehwan activated Doubt and Understanding at the same time, barely holding his distorted senses in balance.


When he looked up, he had been thrown onto a desolate roadside.


A few people stood nearby, frozen as though time had stopped.


Jaehwan instinctively understood.


He had been forcibly pulled into the Cocoon. This space was undoubtedly Arteina's Sanctuary.


Which meant...


“Yesterday.”
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Jaehwan slowly looked around. The gods who had remained like bugs until moments ago were vanishing one by one. It seemed that a problem with the Main Plant was severing their links.


The streets were empty.


Jaehwan looked down the avenue, where traces of the gods’ lives remained.


The fiftieth floor of the 《Tower of Nightmares》 had once looked much the same.


After every Walker had regressed or died, Jaehwan had remained alone in the village on the fiftieth floor.


He had clung to time that would never return, remembered the people who had vanished, and repeated Stab every day.


After clearing the ninety-ninth floor, unifying 《Chaos》, and advancing into the 《Abyss》, he had stabbed through every enemy that stood in his way.


Had the days he endured truly been ‘Today’?


[It seems you have finally realized what you have done.]


Arteina’s voice echoed through the air.


[Do you understand now? How many gods’ lives you have trampled on?]


Her voice came from speakers scattered throughout the area.


[Not every god needs your approval to be “living properly.” They had lives of their own as well. You may have found those lives insignificant, but this was not a world that deserved to be trampled like this.]


This was Yesterday, her Sanctuary.


Arteina had to be hiding somewhere nearby.


[You know nothing about how the ordinary gods here lived. You know nothing about the gods who were content with a day in Yesterday and spent each day fully in their own way.]


“Five thousand gold.”


At some point, Jaehwan had approached a nearby shop. He spoke as he looked at the grime worn into a table by countless hands.


Arteina fell silent at his calm words.


“It was what they earned by doing quests, hunting monsters for consumables and materials, then selling off miscellaneous equipment.”


With a crackling sound, Arteina’s Yesterday shook. The scenery around them briefly changed.


It was the result of two different Sanctuaries interfering with each other.


Arteina immediately understood what that scenery meant.


“It was tribute paid to high-level Walkers climbing the Tower.”


[It is amusing to hear that you had a time like that too.]


It was a scene from the 《Tower of Nightmares》 where Jaehwan had lived.


[Did seeing this place make you miss those days?]


“Miss them?”


Jaehwan laughed.


“Every bastard who took that tribute regressed on the seventy-seventh floor.”


[You resent them. Is that why you hate the gods of Yesterday so much?]


Without a word, Jaehwan raised his head toward the royal palace.


Arteina stood on its terrace, looking down at him.


The moment their eyes met, Jaehwan began moving slowly toward the palace.


Arteina spoke.


[This is not the Tower of Nightmares. Join the Alliance. If we work together, we can create the world you want.]


“The bastards back then said something similar while extorting tribute from us.”


Jaehwan leaped onto a nearby roof, then launched himself toward the royal palace. His body, accelerated by World Force, blended into the street like the wind.


[Vanguard.]


At Arteina’s signal, the Anonymous Gods who had been hiding throughout the streets rushed at Jaehwan. They were Arteina’s personal guard, clad in expensive equipment decorated with golden ornaments.


Jaehwan reflexively reached for Dokbul, then stopped.


His sword was planted in the Main Plant outside Yesterday.


He had to fight here without Dokbul.


[Capture him.]


Gods strengthened by the Sanctuary swung their swords and spears at Jaehwan all at once.


「Selflessness」


The power of Awakening resisted the Sanctuary and accelerated Jaehwan’s movements. He blocked the spear flying at him from the front, knocked aside the sword stabbing in from the side by striking the flat of its blade, then punched the enemy sneaking up behind him.


[Urgh...!]


Two or three vanguard guards flew into the air with dying screams.


Arteina commanded them in a cold voice.


[There is only one enemy. Stay calm and respond accordingly.]


Jaehwan watched the gods stagger toward him.


Anonymous Gods who had been trapped here for so long that even the light had vanished from their eyes.


Arteina’s voice rang out.


[I will grant a 100-pull coupon for a new-model Skin gacha draw to whoever kills him.]


Light returned to the gods’ eyes in an instant.


[Gacha! Gacha! Gacha!]

[SSS! SSS! SSS!]


Jaehwan clenched his fist as he watched them.


The power of Fall gathered in it.


He remembered a conversation he had once had with Cheongheo.


「“Brat. I know you’re strong, but weapons will not always be by your side. A true master is not bound by weapons. Heh heh, I have practiced cutting with my bare hands from time to time as well. Look! Like this! ...What is that?”」


This was a technique Jaehwan had created back then.


He instantly cleared space around himself, drew his fist back, and drove it forward.


「World Fist Stab」.


The moment the force of the punch exploded, the gods turned pale and scattered in every direction.


It was too late.


A massive World Force shaped like a fist swept across the entire street and sent every god flying.


Jaehwan ran down the cleared road.


That did not last long. The vanguard guards who had blocked his fist strike rose again and began pursuing him.


He had thought he poured enough World Force into it, but it had not been enough.


Jaehwan steadied his breathing and checked his body.


From head to toe, the sensations throughout his body felt strangely distant. It was probably because he was inside Arteina’s Yesterday. That might have been why his World Force had not fully reached its target.


Still, he did not think this condition would last long.


The unstable scenery of the streets was proof enough.


Even now, Dokbul, planted in the Main Plant outside, was likely destroying Yesterday with the power of his Unique World. Before long, he would take control of the entire Seventh Floor and destroy Yesterday.


In the end, time was on Jaehwan’s side.


Crackle!


A crow appeared in the air amid the static.


“Jaehwan?”


It was Andersen.


“What about the others?”


“Everyone is safe. Looks like you already had one round of fighting.”


Andersen lightly landed on Jaehwan’s head and looked up at Arteina.


The two gods’ eyes met for a moment.


Jaehwan said nothing, but he could vaguely guess at some of the feelings they shared in that brief instant.


Like Ethan and Justice, Arteina had been a Companion who shared five hundred years with Andersen.


“I’ll give you three minutes.”


Andersen nodded as if she understood, then spoke to Arteina.


“Hey, you heard him, right? He says he’ll kill you in three minutes.”


[...]


“Arteina. Stop before you make an even bigger fool of yourself. You don’t want to die like Justice, do you? You know it’s hard enough just maintaining a Sanctuary. The World Force supply from the Plant has been cut off, so how long are you going to keep putting on this act?”


[Andersen. You were kind five hundred years ago, and you are still kind now.]


Arteina smiled quietly. Andersen chirped back in a sharp voice.


“When I heard the rumor that you had become the King of the Seventh Floor, I did not believe it. The Arteina I knew would never lock up and exploit other gods.”


[I was not the one who locked them up. I have never stopped gods from leaving Yesterday.]


“Of course not. They have become too sick to leave on their own.”


[Even if they leave, they will not find the lives they want. Outside Yesterday, there is nothing but 〈Metaverse〉.]


“Then they should leave 〈Metaverse〉 too.”


[It is something neither I nor Justice could do. Do you really think those weak gods can do it?]


Andersen could not answer.


Arteina was right.


Once a god entered 〈Metaverse〉 and set foot in Yesterday, leaving again was not easy.


That was what made 〈Metaverse〉 so frightening.


“Why did you create a world like this?”


[Do you remember what kind of world we wanted to create?]


“That...”


How could she forget?


Even now, the memories of five hundred years ago were vivid.


「“Let us create a world where gods and Followers can truly communicate.”」


There had been a time when they had talked about dreams like that without even knowing what communication was, or what gods and Followers truly meant.


「“That is too grand. Dreams should be realistic.”」


Arteina had said that even then.


「“Then what kind of world are you going to make?”」

「“I... Just a world where people sort their garbage properly? Hey, Justice. Didn’t I tell you to clean up after yourself?”」


Arteina had always cleaned up after the Allies who left messes behind.


The God of Yesterday had liked retracing the paths her Allies had walked and counting their footprints.


“Arteina, you...”


[What do you think will happen if those gods are freed now?]


Sparks flashed. Through the distorted air, the scenery outside became faintly visible.


Gods of Today were destroying Plants and breaking Cocoons outside Yesterday.


“Just kill them. I never liked that bastard anyway.”

“Today really is better.”


The gods were using this chance to settle personal grudges. It was common for them to trample innocent Vicegerents and Dolls or take their lives.


Arteina spoke as she watched them.


[Do you truly believe those gods can be rehabilitated? I do not. Garbage belongs in a dump. This 《Abyss》 needs a place for garbage like them too.]


“Three minutes are up.”


Andersen let out a quiet sigh, flapped her wings, and retreated.


Persuasion had failed.


Now, there was no choice but to leave it to Jaehwan.


Jaehwan stepped forward and clenched a fist filled with quiet World Force.


The real reason he had given Arteina three minutes was to buy time to charge his World Force.


Arteina looked at him and spoke.


[You are stronger than me. The Leader on the upper floors probably knows that as well. My role is to wear you down as much as possible, to hurt you before you fight the Leader. That is where my role ends.]


“You know that, and you still intend to fight?”


[I took out an insurance policy for today.]


“Insurance?”


Arteina took a step back.


Someone stood in front of her as if guarding her.


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes when he saw who it was.


A small child stood in his way, wearing a jumper and a cap pulled low over their face.


Jaehwan knew the child’s name now.


The Awakened One Jin Eunsae.


The child who had been with Yu Seolha on the way up to the 《Abyss》 two years ago.


The one who had saved Runald on the Sixth Floor not long ago.


“Did you turn that child into a Doll?”


Jin Eunsae muttered something with empty eyes.


It seemed that the child had come to help them on the Sixth Floor, then met with misfortune on the way back.


“Jaehwan, be careful. That kid is a really famous ranker too. An Awakened One like you.”


He had heard the rumors.


Jaehwan was not worried.


If anything, because Jin Eunsae was also an Awakened One, Jaehwan could tell.


“It is fine.”


Jin Eunsae was weaker than him.


Jaehwan silently raised his fist.


Arteina spoke.


[This child is from Rupture.]


“Do you think I would fear them?”


[I did not reveal this child’s affiliation because I wanted you to fear Rupture.]


An ominous World Force flowed around Jin Eunsae.


[Rupture has more Awakened Ones than any organization throughout the 《Tree of Illusion》.]


Jin Eunsae began to cry.


The child’s voice was loud enough to tear apart ears and burst eardrums.


Andersen shouted something beside him, but her voice was drowned out by the ringing cries.


[And they are also the group that fears Awakened Ones more than any other.]


An ominous alarm began to ring in Jaehwan’s mind.


He had a feeling that the battle about to begin would be fundamentally different from every battle he had known so far.


[You will never be able to defeat this child.]


The next moment, pure white smoke burst from Jin Eunsae’s mouth.


It was an acrid, fog-like smoke that reminded Jaehwan of the smoke from a fumigation truck.


Jaehwan tried to pull back too late, but strangely, his body would not listen to him.


He could not understand it, but the moment he saw the smoke, Jaehwan felt a strange urge.


He wanted to step into that smoke.


As an old longing devoured the edges of his vision, Jaehwan realized that he had already entered Jin Eunsae’s Sanctuary.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「World Without Adults」.


His body was gradually scattering apart within the pure white smoke.


Even Jaehwan was surprised this time.


He knew that the 《Abyss》 held many different Worldviews, but he had never expected one this absurd.


His hand, arm, shoulder...


As he watched his soul slowly break apart and scatter somewhere, Jaehwan realized too late that this was a double trap.


From the beginning, Arteina had planned this operation by taking advantage of the moment his 《The World After the Fall》 encroached upon Yesterday.


“Impressive.”


With Jaehwan’s sincere admiration, his body completely vanished into the smoke.


Arteina sensed Jaehwan’s disappearance and could not contain her delighted smile.


A Worldview that erased all adults.


It was a unique and powerful Sanctuary that could only be used against human Awakened Ones, for whom the concept of adulthood existed.


[Andersen. Are you watching? The Awakened One you believed in has been defeated.]


Arteina felt like turning on 《Little Brother》 at once and showing everyone this sight.


She had won.


She had defeated the monster who had routed half of the Metaverse Six Gods.


She had protected Yesterday.


[Ander-]


That was when Arteina stopped speaking.


Why?


A disgusting, sticky sense of wrongness seized her mind.


She turned to the side and saw that Jin Eunsae had still not dispelled the Sanctuary. As if the fight were not over, Jin Eunsae kept spewing smoke, sweat beading across the child’s forehead.


A moment later, Arteina’s pupils trembled.


She had seen Jaehwan disappear with her own eyes.


Then what was that?


As if she had witnessed something she should never have seen, Arteina’s pupils trembled violently.


[What are you?]


A shadow briefly stretched through the smoke.


Someone stood where Jaehwan had been.


Footnotes:
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What was Awakening?


The 《Tree of Illusion》 defined Awakening in many different ways.


To Lords, it was “an error in the System.”


To gods, it was “the way for mortals to become gods.”


Depending on the group or rules they belonged to, Awakening was often described as an entirely different concept.


Then what did Awakened Ones think Awakening was?


「“You are free now.”」


Jin Eunsae clearly remembered the first time they heard those words.


They had finally done it.


After enduring every day of that hellish training period, they had finally reached “Awakening.”


They had become someone no longer bound by the rules of adaptation, someone who could resist gods with a human soul.


‘You said I was free now...’


They had certainly become that kind of being.


‘So where is this place?’


It had been a long time since they had even had to wonder where they were.


With the powers of Awakening, 「Dismantling」 and 「Assembly」, they could understand any Worldview.


This time was different. No matter where they looked, north, south, east, or west, there was only pitch-black darkness.


Jin Eunsae thought.


‘Was I kidnapped?’


They had occasionally heard stories of Awakened Ones being abducted by Lords of the twelve zones or gods of the 《Abyss》.


If so, who had kidnapped them?


Jin Eunsae chased after their hazy final memories.


What had I been doing last?


「I knew this would happen when that brat kept acting tough.」

「Did the Metaverse look that easy to you?」


What?


「A kid is still a kid.」

「What a loser. They acted like the Metaverse Six Gods were nothing special.」


What nonsense...


「Stop picking on the kid. They're crying.」

「Hey, how many gods did that bastard kill?」

「Right. We can't go easy on them just because they're a kid.」


The voices began to multiply, one by one, until they invaded Jin Eunsae’s mind.


Jin Eunsae heard those voices. They had to hear them.


That was how they had been taught. That was how they had grown up.


「“Listen to every last word. Read them. Analyze them. That is how you grow. You must accept everything to become stronger.”」


Soon, the voices grew louder and more numerous.


A tidal wave of words pouring down like a waterfall.


Jin Eunsae screamed. Out of habit, they searched for their headset, but it was nowhere to be seen.


Before long, even their own cries were buried beneath the torrent of words.


Jin Eunsae gradually forgot where they were, who they were, and what they had been doing. Their sense of self blurred within the voices pouring in.


With a tattered soul and empty eyes, Jin Eunsae stared ahead.


‘Where was I?’


Then someone answered.


[This is ‘Yesterday’.]


Jin Eunsae listened to that voice. So long as they listened to it, they could not hear the flooding voices.


Jin Eunsae asked again.


‘Who was I?’


[You are my Doll.]


‘What was I supposed to do?’


[Kill that person.]


Their vision cleared with the voice.


A man stood before them, and his face seemed strangely familiar.


Just as familiar memories began to rise to the surface, the voice pressed down on Jin Eunsae again.


[Kill them.]


Without hesitation, Jin Eunsae opened their mouth. Pure white smoke poured from deep within their lungs and began to cover the area.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「World Without Adults」.


It was the Unique World Jin Eunsae had obtained upon reaching the fourth stage of Awakening. A world that erased every “adult” trapped within its Sanctuary, as though disinfecting the world itself.


The Commander had once said:


「“No ‘adult’ with less World Force than you will ever be able to endure your Unique World.”」


In other words, if Jin Eunsae increased their World Force, their world would be invincible against “adults.”


And Jin Eunsae had used that power to ruthlessly erase enemies.


Yet the man before them did not disappear easily. His soul was scattering bit by bit, but the process was painfully slow.


‘He has more World Force than I do.’


Fortunately for Jin Eunsae, their opponent had not activated an Unique World.


‘Is he unable to use one right now?’


Even if he had activated an Unique World, he would have struggled to resist. Judging by how long he had endured with nothing but his body, his mental energy had to be extraordinary.


Still, more time passed. At last, the man’s soul could no longer endure and melted away within the pure white smoke.


‘I won. I did it again.’


Jin Eunsae’s heart raced at the thought of being praised.


The Commander would praise them. Seolha would pat their head.


So...


‘...?’


Something was wrong. They had thought they had eliminated him, but something remained within the smoke.


A figure slowly walked out of the smoke.


The instant Jin Eunsae saw who it was, their eyes widened.


It was a child.


The child pointed at Jin Eunsae and said, “You’re a kid.”


It was the first time Jin Eunsae had been called a kid by another kid.


They could not understand.


They had defeated the man, so why had a child suddenly appeared?


Was it an illusion? Or had the man’s true form been a child?


They did not know which it was. One thing was certain, their Sanctuary did not work on this child.


Jin Eunsae instinctively stepped back.


“This is the first time I’ve seen a kid other than me.”


The child approached one step at a time, wearing a cap pulled low, just like Jin Eunsae.


Up close, the child’s face became clear. It resembled the man’s face remarkably closely. There was no doubt.


This child was the man from before.


But the child’s aura was completely different from the man’s.


Unlike the man, who had carried a strange madness, the child had an atmosphere that was frighteningly cold and refined.


The child lightly touched the pure white disinfectant smoke. Then the child stuck out his tongue for a taste and nodded as if he understood.


“Interesting Worldview. My world was full of nothing but ‘adults’.”


“What are you?”


“Me? Outside, they call me Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan.


The moment Jin Eunsae heard that name, a memory surfaced.


「“There is someone named Jaehwan. They call him ‘Naked Stab’ now, so please help him.”」


Who had sent that message?


Jin Eunsae staggered, clutching their throbbing forehead.


Unconcerned, the child looked around the area with curious eyes.


“Is there no one else here? Do you know an older sister named Sirwen?”


Jin Eunsae could not answer. The voice that followed locked away their memories and thoughts.


[Eliminate that child.]


Blocks burst from Jin Eunsae’s entire body in a swirling mass.


law-type Setting, 「Eunsae Blocks」.


The tightly packed blocks soon transformed into the shape of a massive hammer in Jin Eunsae’s right hand.


Eunsae Blocks Second Form, 「Squeaky Hammer」.


The child smiled.


“A toy? You want to play?”


At some point, the child had also taken hold of a baseball bat.


“I don’t have much money, so I don’t own toys like that. But what are we supposed to do with it?”


Jin Eunsae widened their eyes and swung the Squeaky Hammer with all their strength.


This was a Setting that could contend even with the Metaverse Six Gods. There was no way they could lose to a child their own age.


“Are you stupid?”


With a bang, the Squeaky Hammer scattered before their eyes.


The child looked at Jin Eunsae as if he were pitiful.


“If a baseball bat and a squeaky hammer hit each other, which one do you think wins?”


Furious, Jin Eunsae recreated the 「Squeaky Hammer」 and swung it again.


Just as the bat and hammer were about to collide, Jin Eunsae’s blocks transformed once more.


Eunsae Blocks Third Form, 「Floating Spinning Top」.


It was a kind of feint using the Squeaky Hammer.


The Floating Spinning Top had deflected even attacks from Galateon, one of the Metaverse Six Gods. Reflecting an attack from a mere baseball bat should have been nothing.


Crack.


The spinning blocks shattered into pieces.


Jin Eunsae blinked blankly.


Then an awkward voice answered.


“Sorry for breaking your toy. I hit it gently.”


Jin Eunsae’s face turned red. It was the first humiliation they had suffered since becoming an Awakened One.


Jin Eunsae’s left eye emitted a white radiance.


First Stage of Awakening, 「Dismantling」.


No Awakened One was without a weakness.


They had to find out what their enemy was, somehow.


“Your eye is interesting. Like this?”


The child’s eyes began to shine gold as well.


First Stage of Awakening, 「Doubt」.


The moment Jin Eunsae met that golden light, nausea rose within them.


Something was looking inside them.


When they vomited something up with a retch, memories surged forth all at once.


「“Commander. Are we really going to continue this project? Seolha will not stand by quietly.”」

「“This is a necessary experiment to confirm the limits of ‘Awakening’.”」


Voices whose owners they could not identify.


A scene writhing before their eyes.


Countless children were trapped inside transparent incubators.


「Awakened One Enhancement Project.」


Every Awakened One was created by defying the System. Yet even those Awakened Ones could not fully escape the System.


So Rupture wondered.


What would happen if they could awaken “children,” who were barely affected by the System?


「“Was it a failure? You are the last one.”」


The project had failed, but Jin Eunsae had survived.


「“You are the final ‘child’.”」


After enduring brutal training, Jin Eunsae had finally succeeded in obtaining their Unique World.


「“I have a mission for you. Go defeat the Metaverse Six Gods.”」


That was how Jin Eunsae had come to be here.


When they suddenly came to their senses, the child was staring quietly at them.


“You must have had it hard.”


No. This was only natural.


It was what they had to do to survive.


“The adults bullied you.”


The surroundings suddenly turned pale.


Jin Eunsae shook their head.


“That’s why this Worldview was created.”


With reddened eyes, Jin Eunsae glared at the child.


They wanted to ask what the child knew to say something like that.


But no words came out.


As though he understood, the child quietly met Jin Eunsae’s gaze.


At that moment, Jin Eunsae realized.


They could not defeat this child.


[What are you doing? Kill that child.]


Jin Eunsae shook their head.


[Are you saying you will defy me?]


The voice turned threatening, and another wave of voices crashed over Jin Eunsae.


Voices filled with nothing but accusations and curses soon mixed together into a horrible noise.


「■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■―」


Jin Eunsae screamed soundlessly.


Stop. Stop it. Please...


Then, as if by magic, the noise stopped.


“Why are you listening to all that?”


A small hand, covered in wounds and scars, was covering Jin Eunsae’s ears.


Jin Eunsae blankly looked at the boy, then murmured blankly.


“I have to listen...”


“Why?”


“I’ll be scolded if I don’t.”


It was the first time Jin Eunsae had ever said such words.


The boy shook his head.


“Yeah, adults always say that. Kids should listen to adults. But adults aren’t always right. So...”


Jin Eunsae listened blankly.


All the other voices had disappeared, so why could they hear this child’s words so clearly?


“You can become an adult now too. It’s okay not to listen to things you don’t want to hear.”


Jin Eunsae’s lips trembled.


They wanted to speak, but no voice came out.


Instead, something that could have become words flowed down their cheeks and splattered onto the ground.


[What are you doing? Move. I said kill that child.]


Jin Eunsae flinched, and the child looked up.


“It’s been noisy for a while now.”


Leaving Jin Eunsae seated where they were, the child stood straight and stretched lightly.


The bat in the child’s right hand began to emit a pitch-black light. An endlessly ominous, dark aura.


A voice echoed through the air.


[Just what are you?]


“Can’t you tell?”


Fixing his eyes precisely on a point in the air, the child swung the baseball bat.


“I’m a child.”


The world split in two.
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"Everyone, fall back! Pull behind the front line. Injured gods, regroup within five minutes, then return to the front!"


Rene issued her orders calmly.


Despite Jaehwan's consideration, the gods had been unable to escape the giant Cocoon. It formed faster than they could flee.


The one saving grace was that Jaehwan's final attack had kept them from falling into Yesterday.


Thanks to that, the gods could join forces and hold back Arteina's army.


"Urgh!"


"We're being pushed back again!"


Arteina's drones fired without pause. Guard dogs that kept coming back no matter how many times they were killed tore the gods apart.


Runald, who had been repeatedly using Stab at the front, staggered and left himself exposed to the enemy's attacks.


Rene grabbed him by the nape and quickly pulled him to her side.


"I told you to fall back! Stay by my side!"


"But Jaehwan-nim..."


Having spent all his World Force, Runald muttered as if he had lost his mind.


"Jaehwan-nim went in there alone."


"I know."


Rene bit down on her lip.


There was nothing they could do right now.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ asks what in the world is happening.]


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks where Naked Stab is.]


Perhaps the 《Little Brother》 network had recovered. Messages suddenly began pouring in.


Rayray answered in Rene's place.


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ says there is no time to explain that!]


"Gods of Today, gather here!"


With Martis taking command, the gods who had chosen to live in Today joined Rene's group of Allies.


Rene turned to Martis.


"How many troops do we have left?"


"Not many."


Martis's expression was grim.


The number of gods who had betrayed Yesterday and joined Today was falling by the moment. Some had been torn apart by guard dogs, while others had burned away under the drone squads' bombardment. Many had abandoned their Vicegerents and fled, or hidden inside the Cocoons again.


Still, some gods continued fighting to protect Today.


Martis was one of them.


"Today was hard-won. Fight to the end! Even if we die, we die in Today!"


The remaining gods let out a roar.


Martis looked proudly at them and swung his sword with all his strength. Three or four drones exploded at once under his World Force.


Martis knew well that Today was not such an extraordinary concept.


He knew that the ten years he had spent using Stab could not change his life. He knew the exhilaration from before was only an illusion born from enlightenment.


Every other god probably knew it too. They endured here because they wanted to turn the Today they had barely gained into tomorrow.


"At this rate, we'll be wiped out."


Resolve alone could not overcome this situation.


Gods in the rear were pouring World Force into the Cocoon's inner wall, but it remained unmarked.


Of course it did. That Cocoon had likely been made from at least five hundred years' worth of accumulated World Force. For now, their only answer was to keep holding on and wait for Arteina's Sanctuary to be lifted.


"Runald, did you get any word from Beginner-nim?"


"No."


Runald weakly shook his head.


Only the occasional sparks falling from the sky proved that Jaehwan was still fighting.


Pushed back again and again, the gods now held their ground with the Cocoon's inner wall at their backs.


Martis looked to Rene.


"We cannot pull the line back any farther. Is there no way?"


"Nothing comes to mind..."


"You should be able to do something."


Rene frowned, and Martis continued.


"Any Anonymous God who had watched your broadcasts for long enough would know. God of Fate."


Rene lightly bit her lip.


She had expected to be found out someday, but of all places, here?


Rene watched Arteina's massive army advancing on them.


What if she activated her Sanctuary here?


If she forcibly manifested her Sanctuary and invoked [Fate], she might be able to overcome this crisis.


The problem was that the cooldown for [Fate], her unique Setting, was extremely long, and its conditions were complicated. If she used it incorrectly here and could not use it where it was truly needed, everything she had built so far could become meaningless.


But did she have any other choice?


Quiet World Force surged around Rene's body.


Rumble!


A deafening crash rang out in the distance, followed by the sound of the world tearing apart.


The drones and guard dogs that had been launching their full assault froze for a moment. Then, like dogs rushing to save their master, they all began returning to the Main Plant.


With the sound of thunder, a white night descended upon the world.


Even Rene, who had lived for thousands of years, had never seen anything like it.


The lightning strike was splitting an entire floor apart.


She had witnessed scenes of destruction on the Sixth Floor of 〈Metaverse〉, but they could not compare to what lay before her.


From the edge of the sky to the end of the earth, a beam of black light fell like divine lightning, dividing Yesterday from Today.


"Everyone, get down!"


The aftershock of the quake passed, and the gods rose from the ground, coughing.


Rene looked toward the Main Plant.


Where the enormous Plant had stood was now a blackened, empty field.


A single lonely sword was embedded in its center.


Rene moved her lips a few times, but swallowed her words. Runald spoke instead.


"Jaehwan-nim. It's Jaehwan-nim."


She already knew Jaehwan was incredible.


Still, could an Awakened One truly do something like this?


Yesterday, which no god had ever been able to destroy, was breaking apart.


As though all that time had been an illusion, something cold touched Rene's cheek.


「...」


Fragments scattered through the air like snowflakes. They were the years accumulated by the gods who had lived in Yesterday, stored inside the Plant. Pieces that would have become memories for someone crumbled into ash in midair.


"Ah."


A few gods swallowed back tears.


Gods who still could not escape Yesterday's lingering illusion sank to their knees and gathered the falling fragments in both hands.


What meaning had the hundreds of years they had lived held? If they were bound to emerge into Today like this in the end, why had all those Yesterdays been necessary?


No one knew the answer.


The gods all turned toward the center of the Seventh Floor, as though the answer might be there.


[Aaaaaaah!]


Arteina writhed in agony.


Driven out of Yesterday, Arteina thrashed around in her battered Doll. Broken drones stopped projecting their images and fired light toward her. Like a corrupted video full of missing polygons, Arteina's Doll was riddled with holes as it was crushed and vanished.


Silver streamed from Arteina's eyes as she cried out.


[My gods! Where are you all? Our world is collapsing, and you...]


Like a mother searching for a lost child, the blind God of Yesterday groped through the air.


Arteina had spent her entire life caring for the Anonymous Gods.


Then came messages from the children who had found their mother.


[‘Anonymous God 481’ clicks their tongue in contempt.]


[‘Anonymous God 510’ shakes their head, saying they knew this would happen.]


[‘Anonymous God 849’ curses over the poor server management.]


Those who had not yet come out of the Cocoons.


Anonymous Gods who still believed they were in Yesterday all began hurling abuse.


[‘Anonymous God 711’ demands to know whether they can no longer use ‘Anonymous’ from now on.]


[‘Anonymous God 872’ asks what will happen to all the gacha draws they have made so far.]


[‘Anonymous God 1941’ requests a refund.]


...


The Doll staring blankly down at the Cocoons broke apart. Arteina reached toward her Cocoons.


A second bolt from Destruction struck down from the sky, and every remaining Cocoon burst apart. The final messages left by the Anonymous Gods faded to ash gray, and every Plant's power supply shut down.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ is looking for Jaehwan.]


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is looking for Jaehwan.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ is looking for Jaehwan.]


[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ is looking for Jaehwan.]


[‘SirwenTV’ is looking for Jaehwan.]


《Little Brother》 messages poured down from the air.


Before countless watching gods, the remnants of Yesterday, including Arteina, swirled through the air and were sucked somewhere else.


[All Tasks on the Metaverse's Seventh Floor have been forcibly terminated.]


At the center of the vortex appeared a man carrying a child on his back, along with a crow.


[A new ‘King’ of the Seventh Floor of 〈Metaverse〉 has been born.]


* * *


[Aaaaaaah!]


Arteina screamed amid the storm of messages from the gods.


The 「Prayer Flood Wave」 she had used until now was returning to her. The backflowing World Force was destroying her.


[You are no longer the ‘God of Yesterday’.]


She did not want to die like this. It could not end here.


I am the God of Yesterday.


At the final moment, Arteina's World Force covered her like a Cocoon.


.

.

.


"Hey, Arteina."


When she slowly opened her eyes, harsh sunlight stabbed into them. Through her blurry vision, she saw an unpleasant face.


"What's with sleeping in? Didn't we say we had to leave early today?"


It was Justice.


Arteina stared blankly. She was about to ask how Justice could be here, whether Justice had survived, when a black-clad man passing beside them cut in.


"Pathetic. To think there is a god who wakes up later than Justice."


Ethan.


Arteina could not understand what was happening.


As the King of Crows and the God of Definition bickered, someone called her name once more.


"Arteina."


Her longtime Companion asked her a question.


"Why do you look so sad?"


The Naked God, Andersen.


Arteina gave a weak smile and wiped her eyes.


"I just had a dream."


"A dream? Not a glimpse into your Vicegerent's dream?"


Arteina nodded.


Once she calmly looked around, the familiar scenery of the great grasslands came into view.


Her memories returned one by one.


This was the Seventh Floor of 〈Metaverse〉.


They would now climb to the next floor. They would destroy that damned Alliance and see the end of this Tower.


Arteina took Andersen's hand and stood.


After quickly packing their things, the Ally group walked across the grassland. Justice talked in that distinctive voice about the Tower's rankers, while Ethan picked at his ear as if the noise annoyed him. Every now and then, Andersen smacked both of them hard across the back.


As if in a dream, Arteina followed the Ally group's footsteps.


Out of habit, she counted them. One step, two steps.


When she suddenly looked up, she saw Azasu trees growing sparsely across the grassland. Fruits shaped like enormous Cocoons hung from their branches.


Without realizing it, she reached toward one of the Fruits. Then she heard strange words.


「Idiot. Rot there for the rest of your life.」


She had no idea what they meant.


Andersen threw a punch with a sharp whoosh and shattered the Fruits. The broken Fruits flowed down and were absorbed into the earth.


Arteina asked,


"Why did everyone end up like this?"


"Hm? What do you mean?"


"Didn't everyone once want to become good gods?"


It was unclear who she was speaking to.


"Why does everyone laugh at that now?"


"What are you talking about? I don't laugh at it."


Andersen gave a bitter smile. Then messages echoed through the air.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ looks at Arteina.]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ looks at Arteina.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ looks at Arteina.]


Seeing those messages, Andersen muttered,


"Maybe everyone has lived for too long."


Once again, it was unclear who Andersen was speaking to.


"They have seen and heard too much, so they think they know too much."


Because we had become gods.


"Was I wrong?"


"Who knows? Whether someone was right or wrong, what does it matter now?"


Andersen grinned and offered her back.


"You look tired. Climb on."


"What?"


"Get some sleep. Have another dream if you want."


"But..."


"We have a long way to go. Get some rest and forget about it."


As she climbed onto Andersen's back without thinking, Arteina wondered.


Was that really all right?


Was this really the sort of thing she could forget after getting some sleep?


Despite the questions rising within her, a heavy drowsiness came over Arteina the moment she settled on Andersen's back.


Andersen spoke gently.


"Tomorrow, you will be able to live with different thoughts again."


As sleep slowly washed over her, Arteina looked up at the sky. Far beyond it, she saw something like a very faint ray of light.


A light she felt she had seen yesterday. A time she missed terribly.


Watching the fading glow, Arteina slowly closed her eyes.


* * *


The faint light subsided, and the swirling image of Yesterday disappeared.


A small cube remained where the image had been.


[Time Cube].


Jaehwan looked down at the Cube for a moment before speaking.


"We're going to the next floor."


Footnotes:
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「Not much is known about Leader ‘Eoduksi.’


He appeared suddenly in the 《Abyss》 six hundred years ago. No one but ‘Chronos,’ the Fifth Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones, had ever defeated him. The fact that he had survived after fighting such a mighty member of the Seven Divine Thrones was enough for gossips to rank him among the great Seven Stars. Because of that, some gods doubt his strength.


Still, anyone who has stepped foot in the Metaverse even once would know. He is the strongest of the current Metaverse Six Gods. Even if the other five attacked him together, they could not defeat him.」


Excerpt from 『99 Guides for Gods Traveling the Metaverse, Metaverse Six Gods Edition』


* * *


Jaehwan read the messages floating in the air through Andersen.


[〈Metaverse〉 Seventh Floor’s final settlement is underway.]


[Attendants are correcting errors in the Seventh Floor’s settlement.]


[An emergency inspection of 〈Metaverse〉’s Seventh Floor will begin for approximately one hour.]


It seemed the destruction of the Plants had caused a temporary problem with 〈Metaverse〉’s System.


“Is Arteina trapped inside this Cube?”


“Probably.”


Jaehwan looked down at the Cube in his hand.


At the final moment, Arteina had covered herself in a Cocoon and imprisoned herself in Yesterday.


She was likely still dreaming of Yesterday within this [Time Cube]. Her Yesterday would continue for some time, until her World Force was completely exhausted.


“If you do not mind, may I keep it?”


“Do whatever you want.”


“Thank you.”


Andersen picked up the Cube with her beak, tilted her head back, and swallowed it.


Arteina’s disappearance had been inevitable anyway. It was likely Andersen’s way of seeing her old Companion through the end.


After letting out a small burp, Andersen ruffled her feathers. Then, perhaps embarrassed, she clacked her beak and asked Jaehwan, “More importantly, what happened to you?”


“What do you mean?”


“What happened earlier.”


Jaehwan knew what she meant.


“I do not know either.”


He looked down at Jin Eunsae, who lay on the Plant’s floor.


「World Without Adults」, was it?


It had been a truly bewildering battle. Jaehwan had never imagined an Unique World of that kind could exist.


The last thing he remembered was his soul scattering amid pure white smoke.


Then he had heard a small voice.


「I will borrow this for a moment.」


By the time he regained consciousness, everything was already over. Jin Eunsae had fallen. Yesterday had been torn apart. Arteina, her head shattered, had been screaming.


Jaehwan unconsciously looked down at his palm. It was a hand covered in hard calluses, the marks of relentless training.


Today, it looked somewhat unfamiliar.


Perhaps Catastrophe, with whom he had made a contract, or the other Lords had planted something within him back when he had been a 「Product」.


Yet neither 「Doubt」 nor 「Understanding」 detected anything unusual.


“You did not see it clearly either?”


“My vision was suddenly blocked, so I could not make it out. I think I caught a glimpse of something like a small child’s shadow…”


A child?


Something came to mind, but he could not be certain.


Either way, he had won the battle and recovered his soul. It was not a bad deal.


When he lightly pulled Dokbul from the floor, the sword hummed as though it had been waiting. As Jaehwan fed it several of the Parts he had acquired, a welcome voice called out from afar.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


It was Runald.


* * *


Rene’s Ally group and the surviving gods of Today exchanged healing Parts as they tended to the wounded.


Some wore hollow expressions after the great battle. The Yesterday they had known was now completely gone.


“What was the point of it all…”


A few gods muttered regretfully. Others reddened around the eyes, overwhelmed by uncertainty.


Martis also seemed unable to control his emotions. He had been moved by Jaehwan, escaped Yesterday, and survived the battle. Yet none of them had decided how they would live from now on.


Jaehwan said nothing to them.


Living Today was their responsibility. If someone else interfered here, it would only create another Yesterday.


Rene approached, waving from afar.


“I really cannot call you ‘Beginner-nim’ anymore.”


“I heard you protected Runald.”


“Come on, it was only natural. I wish I could have broadcast this. What a shame.”


With the entire Seventh Floor undergoing an emergency inspection, 《Little Brother》 had been temporarily blocked. Still, it was not hard to predict the gods’ reactions.


Not only within the Eight Sites, but throughout the entire 《Abyss》, Jaehwan’s name would be discussed without end.


“People are saying you should be included among the ‘Seven Stars.’”


“Seven Stars?”


“Seven stars. You have never heard of them?”


“No.”


He had become a well-known figure in the 《Abyss》 through one insane act after another, but in truth, Jaehwan had only entered the Abyss a few months ago. He did not know much about the 《Abyss》’s ecosystem.


Even Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』 did not contain every piece of information.


“The ‘Metaverse Six Gods’ are only recognized within the Metaverse. The Seven Stars are on a different level. Becoming one means there is no one in the 《Abyss》 who does not know you.”


Judging by Rene’s fuss, the Seven Stars were famous even within the 《Abyss》.


Jaehwan felt nothing in particular. Humans and gods alike seemed to enjoy giving people nicknames.


“Are there gods stronger than the Seven Stars?”


“The ‘Seven Divine Thrones,’ known by everyone. Then there are the Seven Heavens beneath them. People usually call them the Seven Thrones, the Seven Heavens, and the Seven Stars.”


He felt as if he had seen those names in 『Record of the Abyss』.


The Seven Divine Thrones and the Seven Heavens in particular sounded familiar.


Perhaps the Seven Stars had not existed in Mulack’s era.


“The Seven Heavens and the Seven Stars are all powerful gods. Most of them are connected to the Seven Divine Thrones or lead large factions by themselves.”


“Like the Ten Hall Masters of Chaos?”


“Excuse me?”


“Never mind. Do you know anything about the Leader?”


“Hmm, I suppose you are curious about the enemy you will soon face?”


“It is better to know the bare minimum before dealing with an opponent.”


This battle had taught Jaehwan one lesson.


He could not underestimate the gods’ Worldviews.


He had been lucky in his battle against Arteina, but if another hidden threat like Jin Eunsae appeared, even Jaehwan might have trouble dealing with them.


“I brought up the Seven Stars because of the Leader.”


“Is the Leader one of them?”


“That is right. He is the first star of the Seven Stars.”


That was enough to roughly gauge the Leader’s strength. Rene had said he was far stronger than the Metaverse Six Gods, so it was as expected.


“Leader. Eoduksi, the God of Ashes. Not much is known about him. He is a close confidant of ‘Chronos,’ one of the Seven Divine Thrones. No god other than Chronos has ever defeated him. And… he possesses the ‘Three Divine Artifacts.’”


“Three Divine Artifacts?”


He had heard that somewhere before.


Runald, who had been quietly standing nearby, asked, “Do you mean the Three Divine Artifacts of the ancient gods?”


Rene’s eyes widened slightly before curving into a small smile.


“You know quite a lot, do you? You are different from the god you serve.”


“Hehe.”


“Of course, those are not the Three Divine Artifacts I mean. If Eoduksi possessed the true Three Divine Artifacts of the ancient gods, he would not be sitting among the Seven Stars as he is now.”


The Three Divine Artifacts of the ancient gods.


Jaehwan did not know much about the Three Divine Artifacts, but he knew about ancient gods.


The Sole King, Catastrophe.


The King of Chaos had also been an ancient god. If so, perhaps the Part Catastrophe had possessed, the ‘Void Sword,’ was one of the Three Divine Artifacts.


“Still, Eoduksi’s Three Divine Artifacts cannot be taken lightly. No one even knows whether they are Parts or Settings, and I have heard that no god has seen all three.”


“I see.”


“And the Leader is not the only one you need to worry about. You have already become the Alliance’s greatest enemy.”


Jaehwan roughly understood the situation.


The Metaverse’s Seventh Floor had been one of the Alliance’s largest sources of income. Now that it had been wrecked, the Alliance would be preparing to strike back.


“Still, the Alliance has not only suffered losses. That is thanks to your unexpected actions.”


“What do you mean?”


“Thanks to your outrageous actions, this round in 〈Metaverse〉 has been a huge success. Once people learn that you destroyed the Seventh Floor as well, even more gods will flock to the Tower. With that income, the Alliance can easily restore the Seventh Floor. 《Little Brother》 is also blocked right now, so plenty of frustrated gods will probably climb the Tower themselves just to see you.”


“…”


“They have lost some of the Metaverse Six Gods, but there are plenty of Six Gods Candidates.”


Hearing that much, Jaehwan began to understand why the Alliance had been watching him.


If the Leader truly wanted him gone, every member of the Alliance would have been waiting for him on Arteina’s Seventh Floor. Yet they had not.


In the end, even his ascent to the next floor was part of the Leader’s plan.


“You have become the King of the ‘Seventh Floor.’ Do you have a plan?”


“I will go to the next floor immediately.”


“What about this place?”


“I will shut it down.”


“Do you need to leave so quickly? You may be playing into the Leader’s scheme. How about waiting for the other gods here and gathering a force?”


It sounded reasonable at first.


“But you seem to covet this place. Do you want to become the ‘God of Yesterday’?”


Rene’s expression stiffened.


“This Seventh Floor is the only refuge in 《Little Brother》 where people can become ‘Anonymous.’”


“It seems you have already forgotten what happened because of those Anonymous Gods.”


“They were headed in the wrong direction. The problem was those who used anonymity incorrectly, not anonymity itself.”


It was an unexpected response. Jaehwan had not thought she would say that after suffering such an attack.


“Anonymity is necessary in the 《Abyss》. It is one of the few means the weak have to stand against power.”


“Why should they speak while hiding?”


“Because they will die if they do not hide. Not everyone can live like you.”


A few gods secretly nodded.


“I know the danger of this place as well. Still, the Seventh Floor can change completely depending on who becomes its ‘King.’”


“Do you intend to become King?”


“I have no intention of fighting you.”


“Then?”


“I want you to rule this floor yourself. Build your power here and plan for the future. The Alliance’s great army will be waiting on the higher floors. You do not need to charge in unarmed and destroy yourself.”


“I have no intention of building a force. It does not matter if I am alone. I am going up now.”


Rene struck her chest in frustration at Jaehwan’s refusal to yield.


Just as she was about to speak again, messages echoed through the air.


[〈Metaverse〉 Seventh Floor’s emergency inspection has ended.]


[An ‘Eighth Floor admission ticket’ has been awarded as compensation.]


[300,000 trust has been awarded as compensation.]


[An additional reward will be awarded for achieving a rare achievement.]


[A portion of the World Force stored on 〈Metaverse〉’s Seventh Floor has been converted into trust and awarded to you.]


Then the amount of trust Jaehwan had newly received began appearing before his eyes.


One, ten, one hundred, one thousand, ten thousand…


The endlessly rising amount soon passed ten million.


It was a truly enormous reward.


At that moment, he could feel just how much trust the Alliance had been earning all this time.


“You said the ‘Alliance’ earns enormous income simply because I exist here.”


“Yes.”


“But is not the Tower’s owner the ‘Driver’? Why does the ‘Alliance’ receive the income?”


“Of course, the Driver earns income as well. They have to cover the Tower’s operating costs. But the Driver is always busy, so the Alliance handles event planning instead. The Driver approves the Alliance’s events and shares the profits with them.”


“So the Driver is the one who gives approval in the end. Turn on the broadcast.”


“What?”


Rene hesitated for a moment before turning on her broadcast. With the inspection over, gods began entering her live stream.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says they can finally connect.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ says they arrived first.]


[The Sword God ‘Edge’ grumbles that it took too long.]


…


Before Rene could even greet them, Jaehwan stepped before the camera.


“I am Jaehwan. As you all know, I killed three of the ‘Metaverse Six Gods’ on the Sixth Floor, and I have just destroyed the ‘Yesterday’ of the Seventh Floor.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ cheers!]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ looks intrigued.]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ looks proud.]


[Many gods are shocked by Jaehwan’s declaration.]


It was the first time Jaehwan had spoken directly through a broadcast, and the gods’ reactions were explosive.


He watched those reactions for a moment before continuing.


“In three days, an event will be held on 〈Metaverse〉’s Eighth Floor. Those who want to come may do so. This is not compulsory, so only come if you truly wish to.”


[The Red Dragon God ‘Drake’ is intrigued by your boldness.]


“Those who come will be paid a small attendance fee.”


As he spoke, Jaehwan showed them the trust he possessed.


The gods became even more excited after seeing his enormous amount of trust.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ says they want to come even without that.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ silently looks at Ignis.]


[Some gods express a strong desire to attend.]


[Many gods ask what the event will be.]


“It is simple. You will serve as official witnesses to a match. Such an opportunity will not come often, so think carefully.”


At Jaehwan’s sudden declaration, an unusual message appeared.


[The ‘Attendant’ is flustered by your words.]


It was only natural. This was an event that had never been discussed with the Driver beforehand.


It did not matter.


By the time Jaehwan had reached the Seventh Floor, he had clearly realized something. Everything in this damned Tower ultimately came down to sales.


[The Metaverse’s ‘Driver’ is interested in your declaration.]


The Driver would have no choice but to accept his proposal. After all, it was the passengers who paid this Tower’s operating costs.


Jaehwan drew a quiet breath and spoke.


“In three days, the Leader and I will fight for one of the ‘Seven Stars’ seats. You will serve as official witnesses to that match.”
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[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ anticipates the Alliance’s response.]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ requests a fair match.]

[The God of the North Sea ‘Glacier’ wishes to participate as an official witness.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ wishes to participate as an official witness.]

······

[Multiple gods are searching for a route into 〈Metaverse〉.]


Gods Jaehwan had seen before, along with gods he had never seen.


Thanks to Jaehwan’s sudden announcement, 《Little Brother》 was in an uproar for quite some time. Even supreme powerhouses of the 《Abyss》, including the Seven Heavens and Seven Stars, were among them, making the atmosphere grow even hotter.


Once the broadcast ended, Rene looked utterly dumbfounded.


“Can you handle this?”


“Of course.”


The opponent was the ‘Alliance,’ the ruler of 〈Metaverse〉.


Even Jaehwan obviously could not handle fighting the entire Alliance. It would make no difference even if he gathered the gods left here and every other stray god around them.


But what if the opponent was the ‘Leader’ alone?


Once she understood Jaehwan’s strategy, Rene nodded as though she was sincerely impressed.


“So you were actually a very calculating person.”


“What do you mean?”


“Then why three days from now?”


“They need time to prepare too.”


At first, the Alliance would not accept Jaehwan’s proposal.


Soon after, though, they would think of all the events this proposal could create. They would think about the trust they could earn, then begin negotiating with the Driver.


After about a day, public opinion would be fully stirred up, and they would realize accepting the proposal was beneficial to them as well.


After a moment of thought, Rene asked, “If you are going to spread trust around anyway, wouldn’t it have been better to beg the viewer gods to take our side?”


“No matter how much money you give them, few would follow if you forced them to take a side. More would take the money, then betray you.”


“That is why you asked for official witnesses.”


Jaehwan nodded.


By not forcing the gods to choose either side, he allowed them to watch the match without pressure.


The more gods remained neutral, and the more closely they watched this fight, the less freely the Alliance could act.


“Will the Leader really face you alone?”


“Didn’t you say he was the strongest among the Seven Stars?”


“Being strong does not mean he is not a coward.”


“If he refuses the match, he will bear that disgrace for the rest of his life. The challenge has already been publicly declared, and many gods are watching. It will not be easy for him to do something like that. This is directly tied to 〈Metaverse〉’s profits, too.”


“The Alliance could block the information. They could eliminate us the moment we go up, then spread rumors that we refused the match.”


“That is why you are here.”


“Uh······.”


Rene blinked blankly, then burst into laughter.


“Sometimes, I cannot tell. Whether you are just crazy, or…”


For a moment, Rene looked at Jaehwan’s profile. As always, he was glaring into empty space with eyes that made it impossible to tell what he was looking at.


“Completely crazy.”


“It does not matter which one you think I am.”


With a grunt, Rene checked the broadcast drones.


The moment she touched one, it began malfunctioning and spewing smoke. It was because of her unique Setting, [Tech Illiteracy].


As she opened the packaging of a new drone, Rene let out a small sigh.


“If possible, I hope you are the calculating kind of crazy. This drone is a far more expensive Part than it looks.”


The opponent was the powerhouse who held the first seat among the Seven Stars.


They were too great a figure to gamble against on a momentary impulse.


Even so, Rene made her decision.


“Fine. Let us do this. Whether you lose or win, I will record and spread word of your crazy fight from beginning to end. I do not know what meaning it will have, but it sounds incredibly fun!”


Jaehwan silently nodded, brushed the foreign matter from Dokbul, and rose to his feet.


The gods who had been watching his mood all turned to look at him.


“Those who are leaving should leave now. You do not need to stay because of the atmosphere.”


The first to rise was the God of Flash, Rayray.


“I will go up with you. I cannot turn back after coming this far.”


Gale, the mid-grade god beside Rayray, spoke as well.


“I would like to go with you too.”


Looking strangely excited, Gale hesitated before adding, “During this battle, I painfully realized how lacking I am. A mere mid-grade god like me will not even be of help in battle. Still, if you permit it, I would like to come with you. I want to see with my own eyes a man like you fighting the ‘Leader.’”


Jaehwan gave a light nod toward Gale’s burning eyes.


The next to speak was Pilgrim, Drake’s Vicegerent.


“I cannot take your side. My god has ordered me not to interfere in your fight. But I can serve as an official witness.”


“Do as you wish.”


Jaehwan then looked at the Gods of Today.


Only hours ago, they had been ‘Anonymous Gods.’ Their numbers had decreased greatly. It seemed many had left while Jaehwan was occupied.


It was not unexpected, so Jaehwan did not blame them.


This place simply was not the ‘Today’ they chose.


“We want to come with you.”


Still, there were Gods of Today who wanted to remain.


A few Gods of Today led by Martis stepped forward.


“If the Alliance rejects the proposal and attacks, we will fight by Jaehwan-nim’s side.”


“You may die.”


“We know. They will call us crazy. We do not care. No matter what other gods say now, we are not afraid of that anymore. If this is madness, then we want to live as madmen. That is what we learned over the ten years we spent with you.”


Martis’s bold words trailed off.


“Of course, it is something we learned on our own. You may not welcome people like us.”


“You may regret it.”


“We do not care. More importantly…”


Martis pressed a tightly clenched fist to the area over his heart.


“My Vicegerent wants to help you.”


Several gods nodded at once.


It was only for a moment, but Jaehwan thought he saw their Vicegerents’ faces in the gods’ expressions.


The first owners of the bodies they had lent to those gods.


“Do not regret it.”


At Jaehwan’s words, the Gods of Today let out a shout.


Soon, the group headed for the Door leading to the next floor.


Runald, who had been waiting at its entrance, ran toward them.


“Jaehwan-nim.”


Jin Eunsae was unconscious on Runald’s back.


“You will take this child too, right?”


Jaehwan checked Jin Eunsae’s pulse.


Fortunately, Dollification had not fully progressed, so the child’s soul was unharmed. It would take some time, but Jin Eunsae would regain consciousness after recovering from the shock.


“I will take the child.”


Jin Eunsae was a member of the 「Rupture」. If Jaehwan left the child here, gods with grudges against the 「Rupture」 would not leave Jin Eunsae alone.


Jaehwan did not like the 「Rupture」, but he owed this child a debt. He intended to take Jin Eunsae with him until the child woke up.


Finally, Jaehwan looked at Andersen.


Normally, she would have surely thrown out all sorts of complaints, calling him crazy and saying there was no way he could win against the Leader like this. Yet Andersen said nothing, only staring at the view beyond the Door.


Even Jaehwan did not know what awaited them beyond it.


Perhaps the Alliance’s vast army was waiting.


Perhaps they would be greeted by a barrage of bombardment the moment they went up, and the entire group would be wiped out.


Still, as he always had, Jaehwan stepped forward.


Once he defeated the Leader, he would be able to confirm whether Yoonhwan was truly in this tower.


If he reached the final floor, perhaps he could glimpse the secret behind the ‘end of the Tree of Illusion’ that Mulack might have left behind.


[You have entered the ‘Metaverse Eighth Floor’!]


The moment brilliant light swallowed the group, Andersen spoke.


“Thank you.”


Jaehwan looked at Andersen, unable to tell what she was thanking him for.


Then, the moment he met her eyes, he thought he understood her words a little.


For the past five hundred years, Andersen had lived while waiting only for this moment.


To avenge her Companions, to face the leader of the ‘Alliance’ in battle once again, she had endured all those long years.


Andersen’s crow gave a long cry.


As the scenery came rushing in, the tense voices of the gods reached him.


Rene swallowed and turned on the broadcast. Runald took up a combat stance.


Jaehwan also gripped Dokbul’s hilt. If necessary, he intended to begin by tearing apart everything ahead of him with 「Constellation Rending」.


Yet the sight the group saw after crossing the Door was completely unexpected.


“Uh······.”


Contrary to expectations, a modest East Asian-style street appeared before them.


Small homes, shops, and inns stood clustered together along the road.


Perhaps because they were at the edge of the district, there were no other passengers in sight.


Rene muttered, “Maybe it worked out just as you thought.”


Arteina’s death must have already been reported to the Alliance.


Even so, the absence of the Alliance army likely meant they had tacitly accepted Jaehwan’s proposal.


Perhaps they had done more than simply accept it.


“Jaehwan-nim, over there.”


A massive outdoor billboard glittered where Runald pointed.


[Five-hundred-year-old classic, once again back to those days.]

[The ‘War of the Six Gods’ event is now underway in 〈Metaverse〉!]

[The appearance of a new Seven Star?]

[A battle that puts the Metaverse Six Gods’ pride on the line. You too can become part of that legend.]


Rayray clicked their tongue in disbelief.


“I had long known that the Alliance was insane.”


“That means they are that confident.”


The World Pressure felt throughout the streets was unusual. Naturally, even if this was the ‘gods’ scrapyard,’ those who had climbed this high could not be ordinary gods.


Just how strong was this Leader?


Even Jaehwan could not easily imagine it.


Considering that the Metaverse Six Gods had been roughly comparable to Lords who had just become Generals, or who stood at the end of the Warlord rank, the Leader was undoubtedly stronger than them.


Perhaps the Leader was a supreme powerhouse comparable to Samyeong Hun, the Black Shadow Strategist and former second General of the Ninth Zone, Blade Wind Lord Samyeong Yuha, an elder of the Five Great Families, or Nok Myeongcheon.


As they entered the busy district, the streets gradually took on the atmosphere of the martial world. Now that he thought about it, they had encountered modern, medieval, and steampunk Worldviews so far. It was about time they came across one in the martial world style.


Was the Central Plains where Cheongheo had lived similar to this?


For a moment, Jaehwan looked over the Eighth Floor’s streets as though admiring an East Asian painting with bold brushwork.


“Hm?”


That was when Runald made a strange sound. Runald stared intently at the clothes of a passenger passing right beside them, then asked,


“I did not see that wrong, did I?”


“I see it too.”


Runald asked in a confused voice, “Could Andersen-nim’s Worldview be popular right now?”


“That cannot be.”


“Then why does everyone look like they are about to be arrested at Caspion’s immigration gate?”


Even as Runald pointed, the passengers strode proudly down the street, showing off their outfits.


People of every gender, age, and race wore the same clothes······ no, they had taken them off.


Every passenger on the Eighth Floor was naked.
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Naked people wherever he looked. Naked people everywhere else, too.


Jaehwan quietly watched the passengers walking around naked everywhere, then gave a brief assessment.


“What a strange place.”


At Jaehwan’s words, the Allies all turned to look at him.


Rene shook her head in disbelief, and starting with Runald, everyone chimed in.


“Coming from you, Jaehwan-nim, that makes it sound like something is seriously wrong.”


“If everyone’s naked, it’ll be hard to find you too, old friend.”


Jaehwan replied.


“That’s not true. I’m wearing clothes.”

“You are. You got dressed today.”

“Looks like those people are still in ‘Yesterday.’”


The Allies grinned and laughed at Pilgrim’s joke.


Meanwhile, a few passengers brushed past them. After studying their clothes up close, Runald asked,


“Looking closer, they’re not really naked. They’re Skins that make them look naked. Why are they wearing things like that?”


“Trends always come back around. Looks like it’s finally time for my Worldview to come back into fashion.”


“Your Worldview has never been in fashion.”


Unless some god and their Followers in 〈Metaverse〉 had all collectively gone insane, there was no way outfits like that had ever been fashionable.


“Wait. Don’t tell me.”


The Allies exchanged glances, then all opened their shop windows at once. As if waiting for them, a message began to appear.


[New package released to commemorate the ‘War of the Six Gods’!]


They had not noticed at first, but looking closer, every god on the street was in the middle of Skin gacha draws. Some were even broadcasting their draws after receiving promotion deals from the Alliance. What they were trying to pull was obvious.


[Legendary Skin, ‘Naked Stab Jaehwan’ released!]


“Ooooh! I got it! A Naked Stab Legendary!”


[Some gods cast envious glances.]


A moment later, a brilliant light burst from the passenger who had drawn the ‘Naked Stab’ Skin, and soon they transformed into the appearance of the real ‘Naked Stab.’


“Wahahahaha!”


A naked body gleamed gold. The solidly sculpted chest and abs were convincing enough that someone might mistake it for the real Jaehwan at first glance.


“Damn it, then me too!”

“I’m burning all my trust today, seriously.”


Not to be outdone, the passengers started drawing for Skins as well. It was hard to tell why they were so fired up until Jaehwan saw the event notice.


[Passengers who are first to obtain all five new Legendary Skins will receive a ‘Legendary Part Selection Voucher.’]


Runald muttered as if this might actually be a good thing.


“If everyone’s naked, then even if Jaehwan-nim takes his clothes off, there’s less chance he’ll get caught. This might actually work in our favor, so maybe...”


Runald trailed off there, then flinched in surprise when he looked to the side.


“Rayray-nim?”

“Hmph. Why do you call for me, boy?”

“Why are you suddenly talking like that?”

“It is a Setting. Whenever I come to the martial world, I start speaking this way without even realizing it.”

“And when exactly did you draw that?”


Rayray’s entire body was gleaming in flamboyant nakedness.


After clearing their throat a few times, Rayray answered.


“If Great Hero Jaehwan strips when he fights anyway, then it would be better for me to be stripped as well. It should help confuse the enemy.”

“What kind of nonsense is that?”

“The truth is, I still have the habit from my Anonymous God days. Whenever new Skins come out, I end up buying them without thinking. More importantly, take a look at this.”


Runald looked at the product catalog Rayray held out.


[Magic Skin, ‘Tearful Pretty Boy Runald’ released!]


Runald’s eyes widened as he looked around the street again.


Now that he examined the passengers one by one, he noticed the occasional short passenger dressed exactly like him.

After snatching Jin Eunsae’s hat and pulling it low over his head, Runald muttered,


“So this is what it feels like to be one of the Seven Divine Thrones...”


“There you go overreacting again.”


“There’s one for Andersen-nim too.”


[Common Skin, ‘Moya Moya Andersen’ released!]


The moment Andersen saw the Skin’s name and was about to say something, the nearby passengers started cursing first.


“Moya Moya? Why the hell did they make trash like this?”

“Fuse it, fuse it!”


Watching the passengers hit the fusion button without even properly checking the Skin, Andersen ground her teeth.


“The Alliance bastards. This time, I’m killing every last one of them.”


In any case, judging from the state of the Eighth Floor, it did not look like the Alliance was about to attack the Allies right away. If anything, it felt more like they were ready to hire Jaehwan as an advertising model.


Even while the Allies noisily chattered about Skins, Jaehwan kept silently scanning every corner of the Eighth Floor. His gaze made it seem like he was looking for someone.


Martis, who had been secretly doing Skin gacha draws with the Gods of Today in the back, suddenly stepped forward.


“Jaehwan-nim. If it’s all right with you, I’ll escort you from here.”


Martis was already fully equipped with a naked Skin.


“I’ve been to the Eighth Floor a few times. If you’d like to see the Setting Shop or the Part Shop, I can guide you there.”

“I’m looking for someone.”

“Ah, so there’s a soul you’re searching for. In that case...”


“Is the ‘Black Shop’ still on the Eighth Floor? That’ll probably be the easiest place to find them.”


Martis tilted his head at Andersen’s words.


“The Black Shop, you mean? But if you’re looking for someone, there’s really no need to use that place...”


“Do you know where it is or not?”


“I do.”


* * *


While Jaehwan, Runald, and Andersen followed Martis to the Black Shop, Rene and the other gods decided to prepare separately for the battle three days later.


“I’ve got some Companions on the Eighth Floor. I’ll go meet them.”

“I’ll go look for some gods too, in case something happens.”


Rene and Rayray disappeared down the eastern road, while Gale and Pilgrim vanished toward the western shopping district.


Some of them might not return. Even so, Jaehwan thought it could not be helped. He had fought only a single battle alongside them. The bond between them could only weigh as much as that brief history allowed.


Then what about this crow?


“What are you staring at?”


By the time he came back to himself, he was already following Andersen without question toward the ‘Black Shop’ Andersen was searching for.


Jaehwan felt a strangely unfamiliar emotion. It was a feeling he had only known long ago, in the days when he climbed the 《Tower of Nightmares》 with his Companions. Jaehwan found that side of himself a little unfamiliar.


“What is the Black Shop?”


“If I had to put it simply, it’s an underworld information broker. It was around five hundred years ago too. If you want to find your friend, that’s the most reliable place.”


Not long after, they arrived at a small inn tucked away between alleyways.

Martis spread both hands toward the inn and said,


“This is it.”


[Martial World Inn]


An ordinary name, written in a clean, polished script on the signboard.


Andersen sighed.


“This place really hasn’t changed.”


“You’ve been here before?”


“Yes. The signboard and exterior have changed a little, but I don’t know whether the god I knew is still the owner. It’s been a very long time.”


Martis threw the inn’s door wide open to announce Jaehwan’s arrival.


“You there, innkeeper...”


Almost at the same moment, Martis was hurled back out of the inn.


Martis’s face flushed red, and just as he was about to unleash his World Force in anger, Jaehwan gestured with his hand.


“Wait. I’ll go in first.”

“What? But...”


Jaehwan walked straight toward the door. The moment he stepped over the threshold, he felt something invisible blocking his way.


A barrier.


Apparently this was the force that had sent Martis flying.


Using 「Doubt」, Jaehwan grasped the principle behind the barrier, then activated 「Understanding」 and pushed his hand straight into it.


A moment later, bluish light wrapped around the entire inn, and the presence of the barrier vanished.


As Jaehwan stepped inside, a short man who looked like a waiter sprang to his feet.


“We’re not open yet. How did you get in?”

“I came looking for someone.”


The man’s face twisted at Jaehwan’s curt tone.


“Is the Formation System broken again? No matter how far our shop has fallen, now even every random nobody comes knocking.”


At the waiter’s words, several passengers seated at the tables turned their heads toward Jaehwan at once. A chilling killing intent began to consume the inn’s air.


“Who sent you? Answer properly, or you die.”

“Andersen.”

“Andersen?”


Apparently, the man did not know Andersen.


Jaehwan decided to explain for him.


“That’s the name of the crow sitting on my shoulder.”

“You lunatic. Kill him.”


At the man’s signal, the other passengers in the inn all rose at once. Every one of them possessed sharply honed World Pressure.


Whoosh!


The middle-aged passenger to Jaehwan’s left threw chopsticks, and at the same time Jaehwan lightly stirred his World Force. Under normal circumstances, he would have blown them all away with 「World Stab」, but if he launched too large an attack here, there was a risk he might kill even the gods who could help him find Yoonhwan.


Jaehwan dodged two steps to the left and one step back, then drove both fists forward.


「Normal Stab」


With a sound like a drum bursting, two assassins were smashed into the corner of the inn.


He had tried to hold back, but his base World Force had increased so dramatically that even 「Normal Stab」 was lethal to most gods.


“You’re better than I expected.”


In the end, the waiter stepped in personally.


Red World Force surged from the waiter’s palm and swept toward Jaehwan as if it would swallow him whole. It was a technique that looked less like a Setting and more like martial arts.


A manipulation-type Setting, 「Red Demon Thunderbolt Palm」.


Jaehwan did not dodge the technique. Instead, he met it palm to palm.


Until now, he had mainly used Stab with a sword or fist, but there was no reason he could not use Stab with his palm as well.


As the force of Stab spreading from Jaehwan’s palm began shatteringly to break apart the Red Demon Thunderbolt Palm, the waiter’s eyes flew wide open and his hand trembled.


“Who are you? I’ve never seen anyone like you on the Eighth Floor.”


The waiter’s face turned pale as he ground his teeth and raised his World Force even higher.

It had become a full-fledged clash of World Force. The opponent was no easy match, so if the fight grew this intense, Jaehwan would have no choice but to take it seriously as well.


Jaehwan curled his lips faintly and prepared 「World Stab」.


“Stand down, Baeko. He is not your opponent.”


An old man’s voice came from the direction of the kitchen.


“Master, but...”


Faster than any reply, old hands seized both Jaehwan’s wrist and the waiter’s wrist at the same time.


“My Disciple has been rude to a guest. I shall apologize in his place, so please withdraw your hand this once.”


At the polite apology, Jaehwan slowly lowered his hand. Only then did the waiter seem able to breathe again, gasping as he collapsed onto the floor.


Jaehwan studied the old man who had grabbed his wrist. With a large Chinese cleaver and a pot hanging from his waist, he looked for all the world like a cook.


The old man clicked his tongue, then scolded the waiter sprawled on the floor.


“You fool. You call yourself the gatekeeper of the Black Shop, and you couldn’t recognize that face?”

“Who is that bastard? Is he supposed to be one of the Metaverse Six Gods?”

“Young fool, are you saying you don’t even watch 《Little Brother》?”

“Aren’t you the one who said staring at that stuff all the time would rot my brain, Master?”


Grumbling, the waiter hauled himself back to his feet and began carefully studying Jaehwan’s face. Then he looked at the crow perched on Jaehwan’s shoulder, and at Runald, who had come in behind Jaehwan. The waiter’s eyes slowly widened.


“No way?”


The old man stepped forward in place of the flustered waiter and said,


“A famous guest from 〈Metaverse〉 has arrived. God Slayer Jaehwan.”
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At the words “God Slayer,” Jaehwan gave a wry smile.


When he killed Lords, he had been called a Lord Slayer. This time, was he a God Slayer?


“You have been well, old Manri Shintong? You have not forgotten my voice after five hundred years, have you?”


“More precisely, it has been 514 years. You are late, Andersen.”


Andersen laughed.


“Your memory is as sharp as ever, even in your old age.”


“Is there still something in this tower that you wish to know, you pitiful Naked God?”


“I came to retrieve the clothes I left with you 514 years ago.”


The old man’s expression changed at Andersen’s words.


“Are you serious?”


Andersen nodded.


“It is time for you to repay your debt to me, old man.”


* * *


Now, everyone in the 《Abyss》 searched for information through 《Little Brother》, but there had been a time when that was not the case.


Back then, people believed information was only genuine if they searched for it themselves, and that they should entrust it to a skilled expert or artisan.


In those days, gods often bought information from the black market known as the ‘Black Shop.’


“Back then, that old man was the best. Information, Parts, Settings, if you left it to him, you would get an answer within a week at the latest.”


“That is all in the past. I am Manri Shintong Hupung. It is good to meet you, God Slayer.”


Jaehwan nodded as he faced the old man.


Manri Shintong Hupung.


It sounded more like the name of a martial artist than a god. For some reason, Jaehwan thought the old man might know Cheongheo.


“You somehow survived under the Alliance’s rule. I have to admit, your survival skills are impressive.”


“I struggled by attaching myself here and there. I am still barely surviving these days.”


Andersen swept her indifferent gaze across the inn before asking, “It looks like you do not get many customers these days.”


“Ever since the Alliance adopted 《Little Brother》 as its promotional platform, hardly anyone comes here. The Alliance releases information about major events, and people can conveniently buy things by paying for premium currency at the Metaverse shop. There is no reason for them to come all the way here.”


“You could sell information through 《Little Brother》 too.”


“I already tried. It did not go well. There are too many businesses that established themselves first, and we do not have the funds to run advertisements.”


“I told you five hundred years ago, did I not? You should have secured your place early. This is not the time to cling to artisan pride. You need visibility to build recognition among the gods. Skill comes after that.”


“I have no excuse. Still, I do not think it is simply a matter of visibility.”


“Is someone getting in your way?”


“There are businesses like that. But the problem I mean is more fundamental.”


The old man fell silent after saying that.


For a while, sounds of ingredients being stir-fried and chopped came from the kitchen where he had gone. Jaehwan and Andersen quietly listened.


Jaehwan recalled the sound of Jay’s hammer from the 《Tower of Nightmares》. The everyday sounds made by artisans followed similar patterns. This old man was clearly an excellent cook.


“It feels as though gods no longer have anything they want to know about the world. What matters is eating something delicious right away. No one cares what they are eating.”


“Ah, I agree with that.”


“Before gods can even think for themselves and become curious, 《Little Brother》 presents them with interesting information first. Everyone is too busy consuming that information to have time to wonder about anything. Even our gatekeepers are like this, so who can I blame?”


The gatekeepers Jaehwan had sent flying were still secretly watching 《Little Brother》. Whenever the old man scolded them, they hurriedly turned off their screens.


One of them watched Jaehwan instead of the broadcast. It was Baeko, the gatekeeper who had fought Jaehwan last.


Jaehwan calmly met his gaze.


Andersen said, “A god who gives up thinking is no god at all.”


“You have not changed.”


Loud laughter came from the kitchen.


“It is not that gods have nothing they want to know. They have given up being curious. That is what I think.”


“Andersen, do you truly still have something you want to know?”


“To be honest, I was starting to get tired of it too. Then I met this one.”


“Interesting. Is that man the ‘clothes’ you found after wandering for 514 years?”


“Whether he is my clothes, or I am his, remains to be seen. More importantly, is the food still far off?”


Manri Shintong emerged from the kitchen carrying bowls of noodles and plates of large dumplings.


“Help yourselves.”


Jaehwan stared at the food arranged on the table like a still life.


Noodles and dumplings.


He had eaten prepared food while in 《Chaos》, but it had been a long time since he had seen something that reminded him of home like this. He could not even remember the last time he had eaten food like it.


Manri Shintong asked, “Do you not have an appetite?”


“He is just suspicious. He is the type who has to understand what something is made of before he eats it.”


“Oh?”


“Jaehwan, you can eat it. This old man is not someone who would accept orders from the Alliance.”


Andersen said that as she pecked at the large dumpling in front of her. It seemed she could taste things even in a Doll’s body, because she kept letting out exclamations of delight.


“It has not changed. The dumplings are especially delicious.”


“That is the only thing here that has not changed in 514 years.”


“Your stubbornness is impressive too.”


Jaehwan still did not eat. After staring at the steaming dumpling for a long time, he suddenly turned to the side as if he had just remembered something.


“Eat, Runald.”


“Yes!”


Runald, who had been watching the situation the whole time, hurriedly began devouring the dumplings. They must have been quite good, because he ate them mindlessly with filling smeared all around his mouth.


Manri Shintong said, “Eat slowly. There is plenty.”


After hesitating for a moment, Jaehwan picked up a dumpling and took a large bite. He had never liked dumplings much, even when he was on Earth, so he did not expect much.


But then.


“...”


Without realizing it, Jaehwan took another bite.


Meat juices and the fragrance of vegetables filled his mouth. After a few more bites, the dumpling vanished in an instant.


Hupung watched him with a pleased smile.


“Does it suit your taste?”


As he climbed the 《Tower of Nightmares》, crossed 《Chaos》, and entered the 《Abyss》, Jaehwan had lived while forgetting the taste of food. Yet in this unexpected place, it felt as though part of an emotion he had long forgotten was awakening.


A joy he had forgotten beneath the years piling up as heavily as snow.


Jaehwan said, “It is good. What ingredients did you use?”


Manri Shintong nodded in satisfaction.


“So the God Slayer knows the taste of dumplings. These dumplings contain ‘memories.’”


“Memories?”


“Ordinary memories gathered through life. Happy memories, sad memories, painful memories.”


“Is that a metaphor?”


“That is all I can tell you. It is a trade secret.”


Andersen cut in.


“Manri Shintong’s ‘Martial World Dumplings’ are the finest under heaven. Be sure to pass down the recipe to your Disciples. Once you die, the dumplings will disappear too.”


“There is no one to inherit my legacy. Who cares about dumplings these days? That one is the only one who trains diligently, but he is too competitive. He has more talent for stuffing dumplings into his mouth than making them.”


No matter what his master said, Baeko sat at the next table and diligently stuffed dumplings into his mouth. It looked as though he was competing with Jaehwan to see who could eat faster.


With his mouth full of dumplings, Baeko asked Jaehwan, “I heard you cut down three of the Metaverse Six Gods on the Sixth Floor in one blow. Is that true?”


Jaehwan only glanced at Baeko without answering. He was eating a dumpling.


Baeko continued anyway.


“Did you defeat the little one sitting beside you too?”


“Me?”


“The one beside you.”


Runald looked to his right. Jin Eunsae was still sprawled limply across the table, unconscious.


It seemed Baeko had already realized who Jin Eunsae was.


“I had planned to kill the Leader. I was going to train for another five years before challenging him, but I never expected someone like you to show up.”


Baeko rose to his feet after devouring three plates of dumplings. He must have been full, since he had left one large dumpling behind.


“I will go stretch my body out front. I also need to repair the formation that bastard broke.”


As Baeko swaggered out of the inn, Manri Shintong muttered, “Please understand. Baeko had no equal among people his age. He was strong enough to contend with Galateon of the Metaverse Six Gods, so I think losing to you came as a great shock.”


Jaehwan nodded as though he did not care, then picked up the dumpling Baeko had left behind and put it into his mouth.


Manri Shintong smiled, seemingly pleased with Jaehwan.


“By the way, may I ask why you came to the Black Shop? It seems Andersen has handed her right over to you. Is that correct?”


Jaehwan looked as though he did not understand what that meant. Andersen, who had been slurping noodles, said, “That old man owes me a favor from long ago. You can ask whatever you want in my place.”


Jaehwan gave a faint nod. A mysterious green light rose in Manri Shintong’s eyes.


“Whether it is a secret of the world, the location of a Legendary Part, or a Setting passed down only in myth. Tell me what information you desire. If it is something the ‘Black Shop’ can discover, I will certainly find it.”


“I want to find my friend. I heard he entered this tower.”


Manri Shintong’s eyes shook at Jaehwan’s calm answer.


“I had heard the story, but it is surprising to find a man who climbed this far for that reason. Was he a close friend?”


“He is the Companion who stayed with me until the end in the Tower of Nightmares.”


At the words 《Tower of Nightmares》, Manri Shintong gave a hollow laugh.


“The gods’ greed has brought the Apostle of Destruction all the way here.”


As though he could guess what Jaehwan had gone through, Manri Shintong looked at him with pity.


“May I take your pulse? It is a necessary procedure to use my ability.”


Jaehwan held out his hand, and Manri Shintong grasped his rough wrist.


“What is your friend’s name?”


“Kim Yoonhwan.”


“Think of anything at all about your friend.”


“Do I have to?”


“It is necessary. A name alone is difficult to search for.”


Jaehwan frowned slightly as he thought of Yoonhwan.


Had it been when they reached around the Fiftieth Floor of the tower?


Yoonhwan had suddenly asked him something like this.


「“What wish should we make when we reach the final floor? Should we ask for all the dead to come back to life? Or should we ask for this entire tragedy to have never happened? What do you think, Jaehwan?”」


It was a time when they believed everything would return to normal if they could just reach the final floor of the tower.


Jaehwan had been unable to answer then. Perhaps he had wanted to postpone that answer.


Still, Jaehwan wanted Yoonhwan to survive. He wanted his eloquent, thoughtful friend to make a wish for humanity in his place at the tower’s final floor.


Of course, that no longer mattered now.


“It has been a long time since I smelled a memory this pure. Wait a moment.”


As if he had caught a scent from Jaehwan’s memory, Manri Shintong flared his nostrils and let out a quiet breath. Mysterious smoke flowed from his nose, covering the space before his eyes. His pupils slowly turned cloudy.


Jaehwan realized that the old man was seeing something within the smoke.


“That is the old man’s Setting, 「Manri Eye」. There are few beings in the 《Abyss》 who can escape Manri Shintong’s sight.”


Come to think of it, there had been someone in Chaos who used a similar skill.


The Fortress Lord of Dryad, perhaps. This old man’s Setting seemed to be even better than that.


How long had it been?


Manri Shintong let out a light sigh and said, “Your friend is not here.”


“Are you sure?”


“I am. My Manri Eye can clearly see anything within this place.”


“Could he be on the Ninth Floor?”


“Only the Leader currently exists on the Metaverse’s Ninth Floor. So there is no possibility that your friend is there. But...”


As though the effect of 「Manri Eye」 had not ended yet, the old man tightened his grip around Jaehwan’s wrist.


“Your friend is still alive. He is not here, but he does not seem to be very far away.”


“Did you find where he is?”


“Wait...”


As though he was seeing where Yoonhwan was, or feeling Yoonhwan’s senses in his place, Manri Shintong’s body trembled faintly.


“It is cold and painful. So cold. Is he trapped? It is a room with an entrance. Someone is beside him, but they do not seem intent on harming him. So...”


The next moment, Manri Shintong sharply inhaled.


His eyes widened rapidly, then became bloodshot. As if he had seen something he should not have, the old man panted heavily before releasing Jaehwan’s hand in a burst of sparks.


Tsssssss.


Manri Shintong’s smoke quickly faded.


Jaehwan reflexively activated 「Doubt」 and stared into the smoke. In that final moment, he thought he caught a glimpse of something gray within it.


「Get lost.」


The voice was faint, but unmistakable.


Manri Shintong coughed up a mouthful of blood and frowned.


Startled, Andersen asked, “What is it? Are you all right?”


“I am sorry. I cannot tell you any more. This is beyond my ability.”


Andersen looked genuinely shocked. The Black Shop never abandoned a request like this.


“What was it? Who did you come into contact with? Did the Leader interfere?”


Pale and drained of color, Manri Shintong shook his head.


“It was something higher up the chain. You should give up on your friend. If you get involved, you will certainly die.”
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A being stronger than the Leader, the first of the Seven Stars, had Yoonhwan.


That meant at least one of the Seven Heavens, or in the worst case, one of the Seven Divine Thrones had intervened.


Manri Shintong asked, “Is your friend also an Awakened One like you?”


“Probably not.”


“Then did he come from some special Tower of Nightmares?”


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan replied, “I heard it was a Master’s Tower.”


“A Master’s Tower.”


Manri Shintong stroked his beard as if he understood.


“Products cultivated in a Master’s Tower are highly valued. That is especially true for those who graduated from a first-generation Master’s Tower.”


Mulack, who had created the Fortress of Regret, had also been a first-generation Master.


Instead of revealing that fact, Jaehwan asked something else.


“Is that all the information you found with your ability?”


“······.”


“Who kidnapped my friend? Tell me now.”


Without answering, Manri Shintong sipped the leaf tea before him. The old man’s hand trembled faintly around his teacup.


A being powerful enough to frighten Manri Shintong, who lived hidden on the outskirts of the 〈Metaverse〉.


“Is it stronger than the Sole King, Catastrophe?”


“Catastrophe? You mean the Ancient God of Chaos?”


When Jaehwan nodded, Manri Shintong asked in disbelief, “An Ancient God is a being that even the Twelve Great Lords and Seven Divine Thrones cannot provoke lightly. Why would you ask such a question?”


“If it is not that strong, tell me. I do not care who it is.”


Jaehwan spoke as if he knew Ancient Gods well. Manri Shintong shook his head, apparently thinking that could not possibly be true.


“You are out of your mind. I am sorry, but I do not think I can tell you more. It would be a waste for someone with your talent to throw away his life for nothing.”


―Seeing how far the old man is going, it must not be an ordinary bastard. Did it discover your identity too?


Manri Shintong’s expression darkened.


Manri Shintong’s Manri Eye was a top-grade manipulation-type Setting. If someone had seen through the Manri Eye in return, that meant the opponent was also a master of manipulation-type Settings.


“One thing is certain. It is not very far from here. I could briefly glimpse the scenery around the place.”


Manri Shintong let out a small sigh, then vigorously wiped his half-bald head with his palm before speaking again.


“Since I failed to find your friend’s location, let us say my debt remains unpaid. This may not be much help, but I can give you other information that might prove useful. Would you like to hear it?”


Jaehwan looked as though he had lost interest, but Andersen eagerly nodded at the mention of free information.


“It seems the Alliance has just made its move,” Manri Shintong said.


―Now? Is the Leader bringing the Alliance here?


“The Leader does not like many-against-one fights, nor does the Leader participate directly in wars. The only opponents the Leader faces are passengers seeking to reach the Ninth Floor, and only in one-on-one battles. You know that from experience, do you not?”


Andersen nodded as though she hated to admit it.


―Of course I do.


“It seems the Alliance’s strategist issued orders independently. The Eighth Floor’s Task has been updated.”


As he spoke, Manri Shintong exhaled smoke into the air and recreated a System window.


+


<Metaverse Eighth Floor>


Task: Place within the top eight in the ‘Climbing the Branches’ event taking place three days from now.

Reward: Entry to the Ninth Floor, acquisition of 400,000 trust.


+


Andersen frowned.


―Climbing the Branches? They are holding this now?


“Read it carefully. There is more below.”


+


<Climbing the Branches>


1) ‘Climbing the Branches’ is a lightfoot competition that selects those who reach the destination first after running a designated course.

2) The competition begins at noon three days from now, and special buffs that enhance unique abilities are available.

3) Passengers who obtain a buff will have their movement speed and Constitution recovery speed increased.

4) If a passenger who has obtained a buff is killed, that passenger’s bonus buff can be taken.


71 hours and 40 minutes remain until the competition begins.


+


It seemed the Alliance intended to turn the match Jaehwan had proposed into a lightfoot competition.


It was a wise choice from the Alliance’s perspective. The more Jaehwan exhausted himself fighting other participants throughout the competition, the greater his disadvantage in his battle against the Leader.


Andersen grumbled.


―The bonus buffs will obviously be held by Alliance people from the start.


“It is not such a simple plan. Look at the list.”


Amazingly, only one name was written on it.


+


<Current Buff Holder List>


God Slayer Jaehwan.


+


At first glance, it looked as though the Alliance had formally accepted Jaehwan’s challenge by giving him a buff from the outset.


The problem was that once this Task was announced, Jaehwan would inevitably become a hunted man before the competition even began.


Andersen shouted in anger.


―Can they even put out a Task like this? Did the Driver really approve it?


It was a scheme that could corner Jaehwan without inviting accusations from passengers that the Alliance had avoided the match.


Manri Shintong spoke bitterly.


“It seems they conspired with the Driver. Are there any safehouses left in the Black Shop now?”


One of the gatekeepers answered Manri Shintong’s question.


“Five were exposed last week, so only about three remain.”


Manri Shintong looked at Jaehwan.


“If you want, we can hide you. Stay hidden for a while, then secretly leave through the Exit Bell. Do not hold out until the competition and think of participating. As you can probably guess, Climbing the Branches is not an ordinary lightfoot competition.”


Only eight people could enter the Ninth Floor. It was obvious what passengers would be willing to do to become one of those eight.


“I know you are strong. But the Leader is no longer your only problem. The moment the competition begins, the entire Metaverse will try to kill you.”


―Old man. He is the one who killed three of the Metaverse Six Gods. You know he is being considered for the final seat among the Seven Stars, right?


“I know. But do you think he could remain so relaxed if other Seven Stars came to kill him?”


Andersen stopped slurping her noodles.


“Seven Stars? Who is coming?”


“I have not confirmed that far yet, but two of the Seven Stars have already entered the tower. There are reports that Seven Heavens-level beings are moving as well. That is not all. Even the lackeys of the Twelve Great Lords are climbing the tower. It seems you have earned a great deal of resentment throughout the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


It had already been two years since Jaehwan carried out the Lord Massacre in 《Chaos》. He thought it was about time the Twelve Great Lords made their move.


Jaehwan asked, “I destroyed the Narrow Gate, so how did those Lords get here?”


“There are those in the 《Abyss》 who possess the Narrower Gate. It does not perform as well as the Narrow Gate, so Twelve Great Lord-level beings cannot travel through it. But lower-ranking Lords can use it freely.”


Jaehwan was a little surprised. He had never expected such a gate to exist.


Manri Shintong continued.


“Some among the Seven Divine Thrones and Seven Heavens, along with the Rupture, also possess one. I do not know which of them cooperated with the Lords, but none of them will be enemies you can easily deal with now.”


Jaehwan thought for a moment.


If Generals from the highest ranks of the twelve zones or the Five Great Families crossed over as before, Jaehwan might struggle to handle them alone.


Yet the top of the tower was right before him.


He had failed to save Yoonhwan. If he could not even meet the tower’s Driver, there would have been no point in climbing this tower.


“You said the Black Shop knows everything.”


“We only know what we know.”


“Then do you know what the First Nightmare is?”


The First Nightmare.


The first place Jaehwan had seen it was inside the first-generation tower created by Mulack.


「In the end, every Tower of Nightmares is only an imitation of the ‘First Nightmare’ at the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》.」


If Jaehwan’s guess was right, the First Nightmare was at the end of this 《Tree of Illusion》.


And that was the place he had to reach.


“That...”


Manri Shintong’s expression was a sight to behold.


His face had gone even paler than when Catastrophe had been mentioned.


The old man moved his lips for a long time, as though trying to say something.


Then something surprising happened.


[The ‘Driver’ is interested in your question.]

[The ‘Attendants’ are shocked by your question.]


A faint spark struck down from the air.


Jaehwan indifferently looked up at the inn’s ceiling.


As expected, they were listening to everything.


Manri Shintong asked, “How do you know about the First Nightmare? Could it be that you too are trying to climb to the end of this damned ‘tree’?”


As if he had seen beings like that several times before, Manri Shintong hesitated before continuing.


“I am sorry, but I do not know about the First Nightmare either. Still, I know someone who might.”


“The dream demon who created this tower.”


Manri Shintong nodded.


“Master Neil Crash, who created this 〈Metaverse〉, was also someone seeking the First Nightmare. Neil Crash built this tower to reach the end of the Tree of Illusion. I do not know whether they succeeded. Even those who climbed the tower’s final floor never spoke of it. But one thing is certain.”


“The Driver on the final floor must know something.”


“Probably.”


“Then I have even more reason to go up.”


“Why are you so stubborn? I am not saying you should never climb it. I am saying now is not the time. You have enough talent. If you take a little more time to build World Force and grow stronger, you could deal with not only the Seven Stars, but also the Seven Heavens, and if you are lucky, even the Seven Divine Thrones...”


Manri Shintong trailed off.


It was because he saw Jaehwan’s eyes.


Manri Shintong had also endured the years while wandering the 《Abyss》 for thousands of years. Over that long time, he had seen gods with eyes like those many times. They were now either dead, or had survived and reached distant thrones beyond his grasp.


Manri Shintong thought to himself.


If he let this man pass, would he ever see eyes like those again?


“Why must it be now?”


“Why do you make these dumplings?”


Manri Shintong blankly stared at Jaehwan before answering.


“I like making dumplings. Why do you ask?”


“Since when have you made dumplings?”


“That... I have forgotten.”


Every god living in the 《Abyss》 eventually had a moment when they realized they did not have what it took to reach the end of the Tree of Illusion. Some realized it early, while others realized it late. Every god had to pass through that moment.


The moment they had to admit that no matter how long they tried, they would never see the end of the Branch.


That was when Manri Shintong began making dumplings.


Without even knowing why he was making them, he made dumpling after dumpling.


Jaehwan slowly rose from his seat.


“They were very good. The best dumplings I have ever eaten.”


Manri Shintong, who had unconsciously jumped to his feet, watched Jaehwan for a moment before sitting back down.


“Will you have more?”


“Next time.”


Manri Shintong reached out toward Jaehwan as he turned away.


Would that man really have a next time?


Manri Shintong could not stop him. The man’s question about why he made dumplings had also been his answer.


Just as Manri Shintong had to make dumplings to live in this damned Abyss, that God Slayer was the same.


That man could not live unless he climbed this tower now.


“Master.”


Baeko, who had gone out to repair the formation, returned.


Judging by his grave expression, it seemed he knew what was happening.


―Looks like they have already arrived.


Then, as if it had been waiting, a message rang out.


[A Task has arrived on the ‘Metaverse Eighth Floor’!]

[You currently possess a ‘buff’.]

[Warning. If you are killed, the buff will transfer to another passenger.]


World Pressures approached from around the inn.


They were World Pressures on an entirely different level from the gods Jaehwan had faced until now.


The opening battle of Climbing the Branches was about to begin.
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Jaehwan gauged the rough number of enemies approaching the inn from outside. Even at a glance, it was not a force he could handle alone.


Turning to Manri Shintong, Jaehwan asked, “Can you hide the children in that safehouse?”


Manri Shintong seemed to understand who he meant.


“Two children will not be a problem.”


“Jaehwan-nim, I...”


“Stay here. I cannot protect you while fighting from now on.”


Shouts and chaos were already ringing out from outside, as if fighting had begun.


Jaehwan lifted the inn’s curtain and said, “I have another request for you.”


“What is it?”


“Besides finding information, can you spread it too?”


* * *


Thirty minutes had already passed since Jaehwan entered the inn.


Martis sat on a bench in front of it, rubbing the place where the gatekeeper had hit him.


A God of Today standing watch beside him said, “So it was true that the Black Shop’s gatekeepers are strong.”


“Quiet.”


Martis rubbed his lips and snapped back.


He had heard plenty about the Black Shop’s reputation, but he thought they were people long past their prime. He never expected to suffer such humiliation at the hands of a mere gatekeeper.


“I’ll win if we fight again.”


“Then I’ll fight you again.”


Martis jumped to his feet at the voice from behind him.


Baeko had apparently been listening for some time. He stood at the inn entrance with the other gatekeepers.


“Want to try?”


Martis clenched both fists. The moment Baeko drew his sword at him...


“Martis.”


The God of Today beside him scanned the surroundings with a tense expression.


Suspicious-looking people were gathering around the inn.


Martis and Baeko’s expressions changed. They turned their backs to each other and looked around.


[A Task has arrived on the ‘Metaverse Eighth Floor’!]

[The current holder of the ‘buff’ is ‘God Slayer Jaehwan’.]


The Task announcement came almost at the same time.


Jaehwan’s face appeared before them with the message.


[If you kill the buff holder, you can obtain that ‘buff’.]


Baeko quickly understood what was happening.


‘Did these bastards come to kill Jaehwan-nim?’


Some of them seemed to have received the information in advance and waited nearby. Dozens of gods had already surrounded the inn.


Martis and Baeko almost simultaneously blocked the inn entrance.


“I’ll cut down anyone who does not stop.”


“You won’t get through here.”


Their voices came out at the same time.


Baeko and Martis glared at each other warily, but this was not the time for them to clash.


“Martis. So it was true that you joined the God Slayer.”


“I heard you became some kind of God of Tomorrow.”


Martis immediately recognized the gods who stepped forward with snickers.


The God of Charge, ‘Boost’.


And the God of Retreat, ‘Retire’.


They were known here in the 〈Metaverse〉 as the ‘Advance-Retreat Brothers’. They were not on the level of the Metaverse Six Gods, but they had gained quite a reputation on the Eighth Floor.


The Advance-Retreat Brothers were not alone.


The gods gathered around them were not those who had entered the Eighth Floor through ‘Yesterday’, like Martis once had. They had either climbed to the Eighth Floor before Yesterday’s System was created, or arrived after Yesterday was destroyed.


Simply put, every god before them was a ‘real one’.


Boost mocked Martis. “Do you think a little underling who could not face us even when backed by Yesterday’s power can stop us now?”


“Step aside while we are still asking nicely. We have business inside.”


Martis had no intention of retreating.


This was his chance to prove that the ten years of training had not been wasted.


“We are Gods of Today, not tomorrow, you bastards. Everyone, gather up! Hold this place!”


The remaining Gods of Today gathered around Martis.


“We’ll help this once.”


Unexpectedly, the Black Shop’s gatekeepers lent a hand.


With Baeko and the gatekeepers beside him, Martis felt as though he had gained an entire army.


A slick voice came from the crowd.


“Baeko of the Black Shop. I have heard of you. Looks like the God Slayer sought help from relics of a bygone age.”


Six figures in black stepped out from the center of the crowd.


They were the Six Black-Clad Killers, former subordinates of Rakers, the God of Assassination and a former member of the Metaverse Six Gods.


There were also gods such as the Killer Guests and Corpse God Cleaners, those who handled subcontract work for the Alliance.


No matter where he looked, they were all formidable high-grade gods.


Martis bit down hard on his lip.


“Attack!”


Weapons flew toward them as Martis drew up his World Force.


He dodged and endured all kinds of Settings, including manipulation, enhancement, and law-type Settings, swinging his sword again and again.


Those were attacks that would have been difficult for him to handle in the past. Yet now, some were easy enough to dodge, while others were bearable even when they hit.


‘This is more manageable than I expected.’


Looking around, the other Gods of Today seemed to feel the same.


It was strange.


The Advance-Retreat Brothers and Six Black-Clad Killers had been one or two steps above them only a short time ago.


“Is that all you bastards have?”


At Martis’s shout, the enemies’ expressions hardened. One by one, they manifested their Sanctuaries.


As befitted high-grade gods, the Sanctuaries were neither small nor weak. Before long, the area around the inn was dyed in all kinds of colors.


Some gods grimaced as sparks flew where their Sanctuaries trespassed upon one another.


“Hey, move over.”


“No. You should be the one to back off.”


That worked in favor of the Gods of Today and the gatekeepers.


Watching the gods draw closer, Martis raised one hand.


It was a technique the Gods of Today had secretly trained for over ten years.


They had originally made it to kill Jaehwan together, but not anymore.


Sanctuary Bonding.


It was a technique that temporarily combined the Sanctuaries of gods who had lived entirely different histories. An ordinary god could die if they attempted it improperly, their World Force flowing backward.


But they were no longer ordinary gods.


Every God of Today had experienced the same emotions and built the same history over ten years.


Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Today」


It did not possess power equal to the bond Jaehwan and Ethan had shown, but it was still a vast Sanctuary born from the World Force of each god joining together.


As if they had returned to the days of training inside the [Time Cube], Martis and the Gods of Today stabbed forward in unison.


“Stab!”


Gods screamed and fell back beneath the devastating barrage of Stabs. Some suffered fatal wounds and rolled across the ground.


Martis recalled Jaehwan’s words.


Trust in the time you have built.


They could do this. They were not weak.


“Again!”


It had only been ten years, but they had spent those ten years desperately fighting to live.


Ordinary gods did not spend such a long time tempering their souls in harmony with their Vicegerents.


Martis’s soul and World Force moved in harmony inside him.


That small harmony resonated with the Gods of Today beside him, creating an even greater current of harmony.


“Stab!”


Unable to withstand the sudden barrage of Stabs, the Advance-Retreat Brothers and Six Black-Clad Killers were thrown back in disarray.


“Gaaaaah!”


More screams followed.


Though they had attacked with three times as many people, they failed to gain the upper hand. The gods who had confidently swung their weapons began backing away one by one.


A strange unease spread through the crowd.


Martis did not miss it.


“Jaehwan-nim is someone we could never defeat even if all of us manifested our Sanctuaries. Got that? Trash like you would be finished with a single Stab. So leave while I am asking nicely.”


Martis did not know how strong Jaehwan truly was.


Still, his boast effectively shook the crowd.


If even mere underlings were this strong, how powerful was the God Slayer?


One god broke through that unrest and parted the crowd.


“Move.”


The voice made it feel as though someone had seized them by the hair and forced them beneath the sea.


The excitement of battle cooled at once.


Martis unconsciously took a step back. Every one of his senses sounded an intense warning.


A man with disheveled hair and ragged blue clothes glanced at the Gods of Today before taking a light step forward.


Then something unbelievable happened.


With a thud, the man’s stamp shattered the Sanctuary 「Today」 without resistance.


Two or three Gods of Today staggered, their faces twisted in pain as their World Force flowed backward.


“Anonymous Gods? I see you actually managed to crawl out of that sewer.”


The moment Martis heard that voice, his hunch became certainty.


Even if every God of Today rushed him with the determination to die together, they could not defeat that god.


“Why are you in the 〈Metaverse〉?”


“You know me?”


Of course he did.


No, anyone in the 《Abyss》 would know his name.


“The God of the Deep Sea, ‘Russell’.”


Every god who clashed with him in the 《Abyss》 was caught in his Sanctuary and drowned.


At that moment, Martis thought he understood why Russell had appeared here.


Russell was one of the gods who had killed the most gods in the 《Abyss》 over the past three hundred years.


Before Jaehwan appeared, he had often been called the ‘God Killer’ or ‘God Slayer’.


Russell’s heavy gaze turned to Baeko.


“Young one of the Black Shop. Is Manri Shintong well?”


Baeko seemed to know Russell and looked extremely tense.


Without lowering his combat stance, Baeko asked as respectfully as he could, “Did you come because of a request?”


“No. I came to meet the god you are hiding.”


“He is currently in a private meeting with my master.”


“So?”


As though that did not matter in the least, Russell began walking toward Baeko.


The semicircle guarded by the Gods of Today and the Black Shop’s gatekeepers rapidly tightened.


Baeko shouted urgently, “Even if you are the fifth star of the Seven Stars...”


Baeko’s eyes widened.


A massive wave covered his entire vision.


A blade flew through the gaps in that wave and split Baeko’s body into three pieces.


Baeko sucked in a breath, then realized he had seen an illusion.


His body trembling, Baeko dropped helplessly to his knees.


Perhaps it had not been an illusion.


Russell’s killing intent alone had already killed him once.


“Finish what you started saying.”


This was one of the Seven Stars.


One of the twenty-one strongest gods in the 《Abyss》.


The fifth star of the Seven Stars, the God of the Deep Sea Russell.


“Have the gatekeepers withdraw.”


The one who said that was the God of Flash, who emerged from the crowd.


“Ray?”


“It is Rayray. It has been a long time, Russell.”


Rayray calmly nodded and stepped in front of the inn.


“What brought you here? I thought you despised the 〈Metaverse〉 and such. Why come all the way to this junkyard?”


“There is satisfaction in finding recyclable trash.”


“I thought you feared the owner of this junkyard.”


Russell’s expression stiffened.


“Move. This is your final warning.”


Rayray did not retreat.


“Russell. How could you, as a senior, come to bully a star that has only just been born? Is that the measure of you? If so, there is a reason you cannot rise to the ranks of the Seven Heavens and Seven Divine Thrones, no matter what you do. You cowardly fifth star of the Seven Stars.”


Russell did not answer. He looked silently at the sky, then muttered in a voice like he was reciting a poem.


“Playing with you before meeting the God Slayer would not be so bad.”


The sound of waves came from somewhere.


It was a dangerous vibration rising from the deepest part of the sea.


Martis urgently opened his mouth, but no voice came out. It felt as though he had been forced to swallow water.


The crushing pressure of World Force flooding the area tightened around his lungs.


It felt as if he had been dragged into the depths of the sea.


Rayray and Baeko’s faces had gone pale as well.


“Tear them all apart.”


Something was approaching through the deep sea.


Whenever the sound of fins moving rang out, people in the crowd were caught up and ripped apart.


Martis had not felt this way even when he faced the Metaverse Six Gods.


Overwhelming fear consumed his entire body.


Ironically, that was when Martis recalled Jaehwan’s epithet.


God Slayer.


Even while watching the slaughter unfold before him, Martis thought that epithet suited Jaehwan better.


Not because Jaehwan had killed more gods.


“Why are you smiling, Anonymous God?”


Russell’s hand had changed into something like a shark’s maw. As it pointed at Martis, the sound of a massive predator approaching came from within the waves.


Martis finally understood that he was going to die.


Yet even with death before him, he grinned.


He cried and laughed at the same time.


Because he had never felt this way in Yesterday.


It was a sensation he could only feel by truly living Today.


The fear of death stabbing deep into his lungs made him feel truly alive.


The only regret was that he would not feel this overwhelming sensation tomorrow.


At last, a pitch-black shadow descended on Martis.


A ray of black light flashed, and the shadow of the waves split cleanly in two.


“You did well. Go wait inside the inn.”


Martis blankly looked at the man.


The one who had taught him this feeling was speaking.


“The owner’s dumplings are quite good.”
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The gatekeepers dragged the injured Martis into the inn.


Baeko glanced at Jaehwan and muttered quietly.


“Be careful. He is one of the Seven Stars, a god known as the ‘God Slayer’ before you appeared.”


Jaehwan nodded.


One of the Seven Stars Rene had told him about stood before him.


“So you are the ‘God Slayer’ meant to succeed me?”


He could tell without even fighting.


An oppressive presence that encroached on the surroundings without Sanctuary Manifestation. Killing intent imbued in every particle of World Force.


The opponent before him was stronger than anyone Jaehwan had fought in 〈Metaverse〉.


Then how would he compare to the Leader?


“I was looking forward to seeing the one meant to replace me, but you still look like a mere brat...”


“What rank are you among the Seven Stars?”


Russell frowned at Jaehwan’s question. He seemed displeased at being interrupted.


“Ranks are meaningless among the Seven Stars. The rankings some busybodies who know nothing about us made up after hearing rumors from 《Little Brother》 are...”


“So you are near the bottom.”


“If you interrupt me one more time...”


Before Russell could finish, Jaehwan shot into the sky and began running across the surrounding pavilions.


“Catch him!”


The gods watching the fight were the first to notice that something was wrong.


Dozens of gods leaped into the air at once and chased after Jaehwan. It was quite a sight.


Russell, who understood the situation a moment later, also jumped into the air.


“Move! I said move!”


He had never imagined Jaehwan would run away. Russell forced his way through the rushing gods and pursued him.


As he chased Jaehwan through winding alleys and sudden turns, the Eighth Floor’s shopping districts descended into chaos.


“What is this? What is happening?”


“They say the God Slayer appeared.”


“Naked Stab?”


Gods drawing Naked Stab Skins all over the streets joined the growing crowd. Their numbers swelled in an instant.


“It is the God Slayer!”


“Did he go that way?”


“Damn it! Where is he?”


It looked as though Climbing the Branches had already begun, with people chasing and being chased through the midday streets.


Amid the chaos, Jaehwan watched the gods following him.


The appearance of the naked Skin army scattered some of them in confusion, but many still chased him. In fact, only those with some skill had managed to break through the packed crowd and remain in pursuit.


Jaehwan carefully examined the Settings of the gods running through the air.


「Leg Strength Enhancement」

「Full-Body Acceleration」

「Heavenly Demon Descends Step」

「Cloud-Ladder Leap」


Some Settings simply increased Strength or World Force to boost speed, while others took the form of martial arts.


Some appeared to be unique Settings created by the gods themselves, while others were difficult to distinguish from the Lords’ Skills.


One thing was certain. Every one of them was an outstanding movement technique.


“He went that way!”


Jaehwan had barely learned any lightness skills or movement arts. Naturally, he was slower than the gods when it came to running.


A man who knew nothing but Stab.


「Earth Stab」


Jaehwan planted his toes into the ground like a blade, and a thunderous explosion rang out as dust rose in thick clouds.


Each time he kicked off, Jaehwan shot far ahead in an instant. The gods shouted in disbelief as they watched.


How long had he run?


A gigantic tree rising like a pillar in the center of the Eighth Floor came into view.


Is that the stage for Climbing the Branches?


The tip of the tree pointed directly toward the top of the Eighth Floor. The Leader was likely waiting there.


Jaehwan subtly changed course and ran toward it.


“Kill him!”


A god hiding at the mouth of an alley threw a sharp dagger.


Already sensing the World Pressure, Jaehwan tilted his head to avoid it and stabbed forward with his sword.


「Normal Stab」


The god fell, spitting silver light.


Then six whips flew at him from the front at once.


Jaehwan leaped with 「Earth Stab」, spun Dokbul six times, and stabbed with his sword.


「Spiral Kill」, six consecutive strikes.


He was deliberately using techniques that consumed little World Force to reduce the gods’ numbers.


As the Six Black-Clad Killers fell in shock, the gods grew even more vicious and chased Jaehwan closely.


Sword ki barely missed him, while daggers and arrows poured down without pause.


He could not keep avoiding them forever.


Jaehwan finally reached the center of the Eighth Floor and stopped. The stage for Climbing the Branches was right before him.


The gods who had chased him formed an encircling battle line.


“That is far enough.”


There were easily several hundred gods among those who had followed him.


Looking at the gods packed tightly around him, Jaehwan judged the direction from which he had come. The Martial World Inn was far enough away now.


That meant he could fight as much as he wanted from here on.


“Move.”


A fierce wave of World Force swept out. The gods approaching Jaehwan recoiled in alarm.


A few who could not move in time spat silver light and collapsed to the ground. A man stepped over them and came forward.


It was the God of the Deep Sea Russell.


“You seem to care about your subordinates.”


“You let petty attachments to Followers and Vicegerents hold you back. Are you really the one who slaughtered more than two hundred thousand gods?”


“I did not count.”


“You will start counting once your subordinates die.”


Snowball-like orbs of World Force formed over Russell’s hands.


「Sea God Cannon」


It was Russell’s signature technique, firing World Force transformed into water and super-vibrated into cannonballs.


When Russell stretched out his hands, everything around Jaehwan began exploding as though it were under artillery bombardment.


Jaehwan barely widened the distance and evaded it, but this was a technique that was difficult even for him to take head-on.


Russell poured out that much World Force without a trace of strain on his face.


「World Stab」


Jaehwan’s sword tip collided head-on with the Sea God Cannon.


Unable to overcome the recoil, Jaehwan took two steps back. Russell did not retreat even a single step.


Neither had shown their true strength, but it had been a long time since Jaehwan had been pushed back in an opening exchange.


As if provoking him, Russell said, “What laughable skill. There is no need for me to manifest my Sanctuary.”


“...”


“How did you defeat the Metaverse Six Gods with skill like that? I heard you had a technique that tears apart the sky. Were those all just rumors?”


A technique that tore apart the sky.


He was likely referring to 「Constellation Rending」.


“If you do not show your true strength, you will die.”


Without answering, Jaehwan charged at Russell.


Yet he saw no opening to approach. Each time he tried to use Stab, dozens of projectiles flew at him and blocked his view. Hundreds of Stabs and Sea God Cannons interfered with each other in midair and exploded.


“Your instincts are good, but your attacks are simple. You have come this far with nothing but that one ‘Stab.’”


Stab was ultimately a technique that pursued the fastest straight line.


Because it was so simple, it was not impossible to dodge or block if one could predict its point of impact.


Russell was a skilled opponent who understood that nature of Stab very well.


Crack!


Jaehwan barely deflected one projectile when another flew in and exploded toward his shoulder. Even the intervals and blast radii varied, making it difficult to determine their power without directly knocking them away.


It felt like batting away bombs one by one without knowing how powerful they were.


Before long, Jaehwan’s entire body was in tatters. Silver light flowed from his forearms and shins.


He was certainly strong.


It had been a long time since Jaehwan had faced such a formidable enemy, not since fighting Samyeong Hun in 《Chaos》. Even if the three Metaverse Six Gods Jaehwan had defeated attacked together, they would likely struggle to deal with the single god before him.


Russell muttered as though he had grown tired of it.


“I believe I have seen enough of your techniques.”


Vibrations traveled up from Jaehwan’s feet. The entire area was shaking.


The startled gods quickly fled.


Jaehwan slowly blinked and focused all five senses.


A wave was rolling in from far away.


A terrifying tide of World Force that could sweep away not only this entire district, but perhaps more than half of the Eighth Floor.


Russell’s Sanctuary, 「Deep Sea」, was unfolding.


Gods already caught in the World Force flailed and groaned.


Jaehwan planted his feet firmly on the ground and breathed slowly.


Was he the fifth among the Seven Stars?


Perhaps the god before him had accumulated more World Force than Jaehwan. He had more experience too, and had probably lived much longer.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan drew 「Fall」 and overlapped it with Dokbul.


As Dokbul, now transformed into the 「Fall Sword」, let out a harsh cry, Russell’s eyes changed slightly.


Jaehwan spoke first.


“They say ‘God Slayer’ was originally your nickname.”


“That is right.”


“It looks like you only chose weak ones to kill.”


With a deep rumble, a wave that embodied Russell’s rage crashed forward. It was an overwhelming display of World Force, too vast and high to measure.


Even then, Jaehwan did not stop speaking.


“It seems I am the one who does not need to manifest my Sanctuary.”


At Russell’s gesture, countless sharks burst from the waves and rushed toward Jaehwan.


The black blade of the 「Fall Sword」 cut through the charging sharks again and again.


But those predators were no more than scouts.


The real threat was the wave itself, rolling in as though it would cover the whole world. It was not an ordinary wave.


「Doubt」


Every particle in the wave was super-vibrating.


A force that tore apart and decomposed anything it touched.


The moment any soul came into contact with those particles, it would be reduced to dust in an instant.


“Aaaaaaah!”


Gods caught in it screamed.


Jaehwan slowly lowered his sword and stared at the approaching wave. At a glance, it looked as though he had given up.


「Understanding」


Jaehwan read the wave.


He read the vibrating particles of World Force, the currents and directions created by those particles.


Russell was smiling beyond the wall of water, as though the battle had already ended.


Jaehwan waited in silence, until the slowly advancing wave swallowed everything around him and approached right before his nose.


「Selflessness」


Then, in an instant, time slowed.


Jaehwan’s accelerated arm drew back like a taut bowstring.


No matter how remarkable a god was, they could not control every particle in such a vast wave. If Russell possessed that degree of control, Jaehwan would have accepted defeat.


But the moment he looked at Russell, he knew.


That bastard was not the master of this wave either.


That was why he kept resorting to cheap tricks. Releasing sharks into the wave, throwing cannonballs.


The same applied to the spectacular tide rolling in before him.


Only a small portion of that massive wave would actually deal Jaehwan a decisive blow.


Jaehwan felt as though he understood what kind of training Russell had undergone to become strong.


Just as Jaehwan had practiced Stab every day, Russell must have counted every particle in that wave. He must have counted and counted those nearly innumerable particles, then practiced controlling them again.


Jaehwan did not know when Russell had given up on that.


Still, this was a battle to see who had built up a more diligent history.


And in a battle like that, Jaehwan was confident he would not lose.


“Tear apart the sky again.”


Russell smiled as though he knew the technique Jaehwan would use, and its power.


Everyone around them seemed to think the same. They believed Jaehwan would use the secret technique he had displayed on the Sixth Floor, 「Constellation Rending」, against the massive wave.


But there was one thing the gods had overlooked.


For all other gods, it had been less than a week since Jaehwan last showed them 「Constellation Rending」.


But for Jaehwan, it had been two hundred years ago.
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Two hundred years.


That was how long Jaehwan had spent teaching the Gods of Yesterday on the Sixth Floor of 〈Metaverse〉.


Yet he had not devoted all two hundred years solely to instructing them. As more gods crossed over from Yesterday into Today, more gods took on the role of assistants, teaching others in Jaehwan’s place.


That left Jaehwan with time for his own training.


He slowly blinked. Russell’s wave had already closed to within ten meters. If he had not been using 「Selflessness」 at full power, Jaehwan’s body would have been torn apart by the particles in the wave long ago.


Russell wore the expression of someone who believed the battle was already over.


Jaehwan had waited for this moment all along.


Crack.


The muscles throughout his body writhed, and something inside him broke.


His soul was writhing in agony as it endured time compressed to an excessive density. It was the side effect of reckless training.


Still, there was no other way right now. Unless he wrung his soul out to its limit, he could not defeat the powerhouses of the 《Abyss》.


As Russell had said, Stab was a simple technique.


Stab was powerful because it was fast. It was an attack that could reach the enemy faster than any other.


Jaehwan had thought about it.


What was the fastest Stab?


Even if he enhanced its performance with World Force, the speed of Stab, which depended on the structure of the physical body, had its limits.


So Jaehwan had doubted the Stab he already understood, then doubted it again.


And now, this technique was...


Tzzzzzzzt!


At the end of endless Doubt, it was a brief Understanding of Stab, with one more line barely added to it.


Jaehwan’s right arm, gripping Dokbul, began to heat up like a battery flooded with excessive current. World Force raged within his arm.


He compressed that rampaging World Force, then compressed it again.


Then...


“...!”


Rough spray swallowed the gods’ cries. Jaehwan drove his heel into the ground, scattering thick clouds of dust and creating a massive crater.


By the time the startled gods opened their mouths, Jaehwan had already stabbed forward with his sword.


From the moment his enemy used a wave, Jaehwan had been lucky.


He had created this technique while recalling the day he split through the waves of Deadmans in 《Chaos》.


The atmosphere became a vacuum in an instant. Something shot from Dokbul’s blade, but no one nearby could see it properly.


One thing was certain.


The World Force unleashed by that Stab pierced through the center of the wave.


And Russell’s lips moved in shock.


It used half the World Force of 「Constellation Rending」, but by limiting its attack range, it could display even greater power depending on the situation. A technique that moved later, yet struck first.


If Cheongheo had been here, he might have said this.


“You brat, you have understood Strike First Though Moving Later.”


The technique did not have a name yet.


But the moment Jaehwan saw the path it had carved through the wave, he realized there could only be one name for it.


Jaehwan Style, Second Form: 「Path of the Wave」.


Breaking spray crashed over Jaehwan.


Russell’s long scream faded with the wave. Jaehwan was pelted by the remnants of the falling water, yet focused his mind. World Force felt ready to surge backward inside him, but he endured without showing it.


Once every scattered bubble had vanished, a scene of ebb tide appeared before him. Gods’ corpses lay strewn across the desolate landscape left behind by the wave.


Beyond those bodies was the God of the Deep Sea Russell, staggering before collapsing to his knees. Russell stared at Jaehwan with eyes wide in disbelief, vomiting World Force as he glared at him.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ marvels that it was a battle worth watching for the first time in a while.]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ asks what happened while they were in the bathroom.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ nods at the life-or-death battle.]

[The God of Speed ‘Velo’ claims that they saw Jaehwan’s Stab.]

[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ announces the arrival of a new Seven Star.]


Apparently, a god nearby had been broadcasting. Perhaps Rene’s drones had recorded the battle.


[Some gods donate 500,000 trust to your battle.]

[Some gods celebrate your victory.]

[Some gods cast envious glances at you.]


An enormous amount of trust had been donated, and jealous, envious looks poured toward Jaehwan from every direction. Still, it had been a battle worthy of that much support: a battle between two Seven Stars.


“I never thought I would see a battle that changed who held a seat among the Seven Stars.”


Even the gods who had come up to the Eighth Floor as official witnesses quietly showed their admiration.


Russell raised his head and glared at the gods. He looked ready to say something at once, but apparently had no strength left. After repeatedly staggering as he tried to stand, Russell caught his breath and ground his teeth.


His Vicegerent was already riddled with holes. The match was as good as over.


Jaehwan was just as surprised. 「Path of the Wave」 was the strongest single-target technique he could use right now. It was a secret technique meant to sever an enemy’s life when they were at their most vulnerable.


He had not expected Russell to survive after taking it head-on.


The Seven Stars’ reputation did not seem to be false.


“...”


Jaehwan readjusted his grip on Dokbul and approached Russell.


Anxious emotion flickered across the growling Russell’s eyes.


Gods at the level of the Seven Stars spent enormous amounts of time and trust raising their personal Vicegerents. Losing his Vicegerent now would mean the God of the Deep Sea had lost most of his fighting strength.


Russell limped and raised an arm as though trying to fight, but every joint in his body had been pierced. He could neither rise nor collapse as he remained seated.


Jaehwan asked him, “Any last words?”


Russell silently glared at Jaehwan before speaking.


“Now you are the God Slayer.”


Jaehwan looked down at Russell for a moment, then used the power of 「Soul Erasure」 to sever Russell’s link.


Russell’s presence vanished after a faint spark and a tremendous impact.


Jaehwan watched Russell’s Vicegerent collapse onto the ground, then said, “If you know anyone, take him away and treat him.”


A few gods who had been cautiously watching stepped forward.


“I am the God of the Lake Ness. Russell-nim once showed us kindness. May we take him?”


“Do what you want.”


“Thank you for your mercy.”


The gods bowed deeply, then took the unconscious Vicegerent away.


The link had been severed, but neither god nor Vicegerent had died. If he was lucky, Russell might regain his Vicegerent someday.


Jaehwan himself did not know why he had not killed Russell.


Perhaps it was guilt over killing enough gods to be called the God Slayer. Or perhaps it was because of the look Russell had given him at the end.


Either way, it did not matter now.


Jaehwan took a light breath and slowly looked around at the crowd.


“I will definitely kill the next one. Withdrawing or running away will not save you. As you saw, I can sever your links and strike your real bodies. Anyone else want to come at me?”


The gods who had been gauging the situation recoiled from his quiet but savage voice.


Yet some gods still remained, trying to incite the crowd.


“Do not be afraid. No matter how strong he is, he is alone.”


“He is exhausted from fighting Russell-nim. We can kill him now.”


“Where are the Alliance’s powerhouses? This is our chance!”


Jaehwan said, “That is right. I used up quite a bit of strength. But I still have enough left to destroy the Eighth Floor.”


Dokbul, filled with the World Force of 「Fall」, let out a fierce roar from Jaehwan’s hand.


“Alliance bastards must be hiding here too. I know the Leader bastard is watching.”


Jaehwan slowly took a stance.


Anyone who had watched Jaehwan’s battle through the broadcast could not help but flee at the sight.


“Th-that is...”


Jaehwan had taken the stance for 「Constellation Rending」.


“I said I would fight the Leader one-on-one in three days. I never said I would climb the Branches. You deceived me, so I am changing the agreement. Choose. Face me and fight right now, or...”


Holding that stance, Jaehwan glared into the distance at the stage of ‘Climbing the Branches’ and the Alliance’s main headquarters beneath it.


“Let the entire Eighth Floor be destroyed here.”


In truth, Jaehwan did not have enough World Force left to use 「Constellation Rending」. That technique required him to expend all his World Force.


Even so, his threat was quite effective. The surrounding crowd was already fleeing far away.


“H-he is insane. He is going to use that technique!”


“The God Slayer has declared a massacre!”


As the crowd rapidly thinned, the gods who had been inciting them turned pale and scattered in every direction to hide.


Yet there were still gods who did not flee.


“Jaehwan!”


Andersen descended from the air and landed on Jaehwan’s shoulder. She had apparently seen everything he had done through the broadcast.


By now, Andersen was used to the way Jaehwan caused trouble, so instead of scolding him, she said this.


“If you are short on World Force, tell me. I have some stored up.”


Jaehwan nodded lightly.


From this point on, he would need to borrow even a crow’s strength.


He turned his gaze toward the gods who still had not fled.


“Be careful. Some strong ones are still here.”


Andersen sounded tense.


Jaehwan felt them too. Some were hiding among the crowd.


One possessed World Pressure at least equal to Russell’s.


There were also five others with World Force nearly as powerful, though they did not seem to be at the level of the Seven Stars.


A ticking sound came from somewhere.


“A clock? Do not tell me...”


The figure who stepped out from the crowd had an appearance that made it impossible to tell whether they were male or female. They wore a distinctive eyepatch marked with the Roman numeral ‘IX’.


Those who recognized the god held their breath and backed away.


“It is a ‘Blind Clockmaker.’”


Blind Clockmakers?


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes and glared at them.


This was not the only one. One was behind the wall across from him. Two were hidden among the crowd. Another was on top of the pavilion to his right.


Jaehwan asked Andersen, “Are they from the Alliance?”


“Strictly speaking, they are not Alliance personnel.”


“Then?”


“They are elites from the Fifth Site. The Leader belongs there. It looks like they sent them to help him.”


The Fifth Site. At last, a force even larger than the Alliance had appeared.


Jaehwan had expected the time would come.


“The Blind Clockmakers’ strength is determined by the number on their eyepatches. Since that one has a nine, they are quite strong. They are among the finest assassins.”


He could tell even without the explanation.


It was the calmest World Pressure he had ever felt. Rakers, one of the Metaverse Six Gods, had been the only god with a similar flow of World Force, but the enemy before him gave off World Pressure even quieter than that.


And at least four more like that were hidden nearby.


“Did you come to lead me to the Leader?”


The opponent did not answer Jaehwan’s question. They only watched his reaction with a silent gaze, as though inspecting a broken clock.


A silence so deep that not even breathing could be heard settled heavily over the area.


Jaehwan instinctively realized it.


This could become dangerous if he made a mistake.


Russell had been formidable, but these were assassins accustomed to coordinated attacks.


The Clockmaker’s eyes remained fixed on Dokbul in Jaehwan’s hand. They seemed to be carefully measuring the World Force flowing through the sword.


A chill ran down Jaehwan’s spine.


The enemy was judging whether he could still use 「Constellation Rending」.


Would they strike first, or wait for a counterattack?


Neither choice put Jaehwan in a favorable position.


If the other powerhouses hidden among the crowd joined the fight, even Jaehwan could not guarantee his survival.


In that suffocating tension, Jaehwan and the Clockmaker moved their hands at the same time.


“That is enough.”


A cold voice shattered the silence.


With a tremendous explosion, one of the five World Pressures surrounding the area abruptly weakened.


In that brief moment, one Clockmaker behind the wall had been taken down.


Someone stepped out from beyond the collapsed wall through the thick dust.


“We have business with him first.”


The crowd looked confused.


Not even a Seven Star-level powerhouse could casually interfere in this battle. Who would dare step into this fight?


Yet when they saw who had emerged from beyond the wall, cries of shock spread through the crowd.


Powerhouses who had not fled even when Russell, one of the Seven Stars, and the Clockmakers of the Fifth Zone appeared quickly turned tail and ran.


Watching them, Jaehwan felt he could understand their fearsome reputation within the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Even so, Jaehwan did not panic. He smiled.


Their arrival meant the ‘Black Shop’ had done its job properly.


Yu Seolha, the Second Division Commander of 「Rupture」, glared at Jaehwan and asked, “Where is Jin Eunsae?”
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Jaehwan looked at Yu Seolha, then at the man who had appeared with her.


He was short and slender.


The man swaggered forward slightly, glanced at Jaehwan, and asked, “Is that the guy?”


“That’s him.”


Yu Seolha nodded lightly and stepped boldly between Jaehwan and the Clockmaker. Even the Clockmaker looked slightly tense before the wild World Force pouring from Yu Seolha.


Judging by the commotion behind the wall, some of the Clockmakers seemed to be hurriedly tending to their injured comrade.


Yu Seolha paid them no mind and asked Jaehwan again, “I heard you have Eunsae.”


“The child is somewhere safe.”


“I would appreciate it if you returned the child quietly. Eunsae is precious to me.”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“That would be difficult.”


“Are you trying to hold Eunsae hostage?”


Yu Seolha’s presence shifted ominously.


The Clockmaker who had been watching from behind spoke in a voice as precise as an alarm.


“Rupture. Should we take this as an intention to interfere in the Fifth Site’s affairs?”


The Fifth Site’s affairs.


It was a warning that this was no longer a matter confined to the Alliance.


The man beside Yu Seolha smiled at the blatant threat.


“Oh, this is fun.”


Interfering in the Fifth Site’s affairs meant standing against the God of Time, ‘Chronos’, master of the Fifth Site.


Yet the man did not sound tense at all. If anything, his swagger only grew worse as he whispered to Yu Seolha, loudly enough for everyone to hear.


“They have Roman numerals written on their foreheads. I guess these are the ‘clock series’ people.”


“Clock series?”


“They pick some decent swordsmen, then rank them by the time on a clock. Chronos’s tacky taste.”


The Clockmaker’s expression stiffened.


“If you mention Chronos-nim’s name one more time...”


“If you want to threaten us, Chronos should have come himself. At the very least, his right-hand man, the Leader, should have shown up. Do you think the likes of you can threaten us?”


At that moment, a voice drifted from inside the wall.


“Nine O’Clock. One O’Clock is dead.”


The Clockmaker called Nine O’Clock nodded. Then the Clockmakers who sprang from between the walls rushed the man all at once.


The man grinned.


“Yeah, this is how it should’ve been from the start.”


He drew his katana in an instant and knocked aside every flying dagger. His strikes were so fast that even Jaehwan was surprised.


Still, the Clockmakers were no ordinary opponents. Their attacks carried the resolve to inflict a fatal wound even at the cost of their own lives.


Both sides fought at an extremely high level.


Swordplay that surpassed even the Metaverse Six Gods unfolded in the noon alleyway. The gods who had fled far away began cautiously creeping back.


Only one person disliked this situation.


“I’m talking right now.”


Yu Seolha’s voice carried a chilling coldness.


Sensing something was wrong, the man quickly stepped back and tried to explain himself.


“Seolha, I’m not doing this because I want to fight...”


“Shut up, Imai. And you too.”


Even Yu Seolha’s World Pressure did not stop the Clockmakers’ assault.


Then thunder began crashing around them.


“I said shut up.”


Dark clouds gathered in the sky.


Yu Seolha was wrapped in vivid blue ghostly energy from head to toe. The chain scythe in her hand, Thunder Goblin, cried out.


“Shut up, shut up, shut up! I said shut up!”


Lightning fell in an instant and swept through the area.


“Eek!”


Imai dropped flat to the ground. At the same time, the surrounding crowd turned into bright ash and collapsed with horrific screams. Even the Clockmakers were startled and rapidly put distance between themselves and Yu Seolha.


It was truly terrifying World Force.


The crowd that had been too shocked to even flee trembled with wide eyes.


“Th-that can’t be...”


Only then did they seem to realize who Yu Seolha was.


Yu Seolha, the Second Division Commander of 「Rupture」.


Owner of the chain scythe, ‘Thunder Goblin’.


This was the Combat Power of someone who held the position of Commander even within the 「Rupture」.


Jaehwan had seen her strength once before. Yet seeing it again felt different. It seemed she had not gone all out last time.


Even the Seven Star Jaehwan had just defeated could not have faced this woman one-on-one.


Yu Seolha turned her goblin-like face toward Jaehwan and pointed her chain scythe at him.


“I’ll give you a choice. Bring Jin Eunsae before me by the time I count to ten. Otherwise, that crow dies.”


The crow on Jaehwan’s shoulder trembled.


Without caring whether the crow lived or died, Jaehwan pointed Dokbul at Yu Seolha.


“No.”


“What are you thinking? Do you think you can beat me?”


Andersen finally cut in.


“No, wait a second. She says she’ll kill me. Why are you trying to fight her? Just give the child back!”


“If Eunsae goes back to them, the child will suffer again.”


Yu Seolha’s eyebrow twitched.


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“Seolha. Let me talk to you for a moment...”


Yu Seolha shoved aside Imai, who had rushed to intervene.


Jaehwan continued, “I can’t hand a child over to people who conduct experiments like that.”


“Then what does that mean? Explain properly, or you die here today.”


Yu Seolha looked serious, as if she genuinely had no idea what he meant.


Jaehwan calmly watched her while checking his World Force.


He had already used 「Path of the Wave」 once. If they clashed here, Jaehwan would be at a disadvantage.


When Jaehwan did not answer, Yu Seolha finally lost patience and summoned lightning again.


At that moment, the Black Shop’s gatekeepers appeared from one side of the alley. A small child ran out from among them and stood with both arms spread wide, as if protecting Jaehwan.


“Commander, stop.”


It was Jin Eunsae.


* * *


Jaehwan and the Allies returned to the inn.


Perhaps because their group now included members of the 「Rupture」, no gods rushed at Jaehwan as they had before.


The Blind Clockmakers glared at them with clear displeasure, but they did not recklessly start a fight. They had realized that they could not face both Jaehwan and Rupture-level Commanders at the same time.


“Innkeeper! One jumbo dumpling and a bowl of thin noodles! Hahaha, I’ve always wanted to try this whenever I came to the martial world.”


Imai casually joined the group and fired off orders as though he were an ordinary customer.


Manri Shintong looked troubled by Imai, but soon brought out a table full of food.


“Eat as much as you like.”


“There’s no poison in it, right?”


“No cook would dare do such a thing to the 「Rupture」.”


Imai nodded lightly, drank down the chicken broth, then noisily chewed a dumpling.


“Oh... what is this? What is this? Seolha, try some. It’s seriously good.”


“Eat all you want by yourself.”


“Innkeeper, ever thought about opening a chain outside the 〈Metaverse〉?”


“Ahem, I have not considered it yet...”


Perhaps because a Rupture Commander had praised his cooking, Manri Shintong looked extremely flustered.


The Black Shop’s gatekeepers and even Baeko, who loved to fool around, remained silent this time.


They were the Black Shop, the finest information network in the 〈Metaverse〉. Naturally, they knew very well who Imai was.


The Third Division Commander of the Rupture. The Formless Swordmaster, ‘Imai Kazuki’.


If that man made up his mind, this entire inn could vanish with a single sword strike.


Runald was the only one who spoke to Imai without concern.


“But sir, are you really from the 「Rupture」?”


“Yeah.”


“Do Rupture people eat dumplings too?”


“Not often. That’s why they taste even better.”


“Is it true you kill anyone who talks to you?”


“You’re talking to me just fine.”


“If the Rupture Lord fought the Seven Divine Thrones, who would win?”


“I’ve never seen them fight, so I don’t know. Still, I’d put my money on our boss.”


“Then if a Commander fought the Seven Divine Thrones, who would win?”


“Hm. That’s classified information, but if you really want to know...”


Yu Seolha warned the loudly chattering Imai, “Shut up, Imai.”


“For now, that woman is the second strongest among the Commanders.”


Imai fell silent after that. Yu Seolha let out a quiet sigh and looked at Jaehwan across the table.


“I heard what happened from Eunsae.”


Thanks to Jin Eunsae’s heartfelt explanation, Yu Seolha seemed to have barely understood the situation.


In short, Jaehwan had not kidnapped Jin Eunsae. He had saved the child from danger.


Still, Jaehwan did not look pleased.


“I never said I would return the child to you.”


“This is not something that requires your permission.”


“The same goes for you. You do not have to go back.”


Jin Eunsae’s eyes widened.


Jaehwan had clearly seen Jin Eunsae’s past in Yesterday. What the child had endured, how Jin Eunsae had become an Awakened One, and how the child had survived this far. He did not know everything, but he knew enough.


Jin Eunsae’s eyes grew slightly watery. The child’s face reddened.


“Thank you. But I have to go back. I want to go back and deal with it myself.”


“If you have nowhere to go, come anytime.”


Jin Eunsae bit down hard on a lip and lowered the child’s head.


Imai, who had been shoveling noodles into his mouth as he watched, muttered, “The Commander is sitting right in front of you, and you’re trying to recruit a Rupture member? You’re no ordinary guy. Seolha, make sure you catch him.”


“I said shut up.”


After glaring at Imai again, Yu Seolha spoke to Jaehwan.


“Our last meeting did not end well.”


“There was no reason for it to end well.”


“I don’t know exactly what happened to Eunsae, but I’ll take care of the child from now on. Stay out of it. By the way, my offer from last time still stands. What do you say?”


“...”


“Join the 「Rupture」.”


“I told you no.”


“Why? I’ll give you a position too. Hm. I’ll make you the Third Division Commander.”


Imai choked on his dumpling.


Jaehwan shook his head.


“I don’t need it.”


“Why not? From what you do, it looks like you hate gods and Lords too. If you come with us, you can beat people up and fight as much as you want. You saw how everyone fears us, right?”


“...”


“I don’t know why you hate us, but you can join, look around, and decide later. The Rupture Lord wants to see you badly too.”


The Rupture Lord.


Jaehwan’s eyebrow twitched at those words.


He had heard something from Ethan on the Sixth Floor.


The Rupture Lord had also hung something resembling the ‘eye’ in Jaehwan’s Unique World in the sky.


He was a little curious. What was the Awakened One who saw the same world as him searching for at the end of this world?


“What do you say? Interested?”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“I’m enough on my own.”


“Are you serious? You look incredibly dangerous right now. You know what will happen if Imai and I leave this inn, right?”


Yu Seolha was not wrong.


No one was openly surrounding the inn as before, but Jaehwan could still sense many World Pressures watching them from beyond five hundred meters. The moment the Commanders left, it was obvious how they would act.


“Fine. If you feel that strongly, I won’t force you. Still, I need to repay you for saving Eunsae. Want me to deal with the Alliance for you?”


Runald, who had been eating noodles across from Imai, sprayed noodles from his mouth. The inn’s gatekeepers looked startled as well.


The Rupture was going to interfere in the War of the Six Gods?


“No, I don’t need that. Don’t get in my way.”


Runald and Andersen looked at Jaehwan as though they had indigestion.


Fortunately, Yu Seolha’s offer was not over.


“Then should I kill the Leader for you?”


Manri Shintong, who had not expected things to go this way, was turning pale too.


This could easily escalate not in the 〈Metaverse〉, but into a Site-scale Holy War.


Imai, who had finished all three bowls of noodles, joined in as if he found it entertaining.


“You mean it? The ‘Leader’?”


“What about it?”


“You lost to him before.”


“When was that? I can beat him now.”


At those words, Jaehwan remembered seeing Yu Seolha’s name in the First Floor rankings. That meant Yu Seolha had challenged the tower long before he arrived here.


Jaehwan suddenly wondered.


Had Yu Seolha seen this tower’s final floor?


At that moment, his ears went numb. It felt as though the entire Eighth Floor had been sucked into a vacuum.


Five-colored light poured down from the sky outside the inn. The light fell precisely over the Alliance’s main home base.


No one spoke, but everyone understood.


The strongest god in the 〈Metaverse〉 had just descended to the Eighth Floor.


Only one god had been added, yet it felt as though the air across the entire Eighth Floor had changed.


Yu Seolha grumbled, “So that bastard does come down to the Eighth Floor himself sometimes.”


Eight shadows rapidly occupied the area outside the inn.


They dismantled the external formation as easily as breaking toys, then entered the inn in an instant.


Baeko and the gatekeepers gripped their sword hilts at once. Imai sneered.


“The Clock Hand Corps. You have more people now?”


The enemies were Blind Clockmakers.


There had been four before. Now there were eight.


It seemed they had come fully prepared for the Commanders.


Yet the Clockmaker’s attitude was unexpected.


“We did not come to fight.”


After looking around the inn for a moment, the Clockmaker looked at Jaehwan.


“God Slayer, the Leader wishes to meet you.”
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A little later, Jaehwan, Yu Seolha, and Imai headed to the Alliance’s home base under the Clockmakers’ escort.


An ancient palace, black as though it had been molded from graphite. It was a rather modest palace for the residence of the ‘Alliance’s’ Leader.


Andersen whispered in Jaehwan’s ear, sounding strangely excited.


“I’m a little nervous.”


That was understandable. From Andersen’s perspective, she was seeing the target of her vengeance again after five hundred years.


As he walked the road toward the palace, Jaehwan watched the gods on the street watching him.


There were gods who had entered the Eighth Floor after seeing Jaehwan’s broadcast, along with gods who had lived there from the beginning. Some wore Naked Skins and stared at Jaehwan with strange looks in their eyes. It was quite a spectacle.


Perhaps they, too, had once challenged the Leader as Jaehwan had.


They must have dreamed of reaching the Tower’s final floor.


They must have pictured the view waiting at the Tower’s summit.


Then, at some point, they must have come upon an enormous invisible wall. They must have sat down before it, measured its thickness and height for a long time, and fallen into despair.


“Not everyone gets to see the same view. But...”


Jaehwan looked at the crowd in Naked Skins staring at him from afar and thought,


‘So wearing the same clothes is possible.’


Only then did he think he understood, at least a little, why they were so obsessed with Skins.


“God Slayer-nim. I’m a fan.”


The Clockmakers glared fiercely at the god who had suddenly barged in and blocked the road.


Jaehwan shifted slightly, taking the Clockmakers’ stares on his back as he looked at the god claiming to be his fan.


Their equipment prioritized flashiness over practicality. It seemed they did not train their soul form or World Force, because all Jaehwan could sense beyond the Skin was a weak presence. Anyone could tell that they had poured all their trust into drawing the Skin they were currently wearing.


A few gods from the Naked Skin crowd shouted.


“How dare you! Drag that bastard away!”


Several naked gods sprang out from the crowd and dragged the fan away.


Even while being hauled off, the fan cried out to Jaehwan. Their voice was desperate.


“How, how can I become like you?”


It was a foolish question.


The very idea of a god who had climbed this far asking someone how to grow stronger was absurd.


All gods were proud. They were beings who had defied 〈Big Brother〉 and established their own Worldviews. Only stubborn, self-righteous gods could protect their Worldviews from the storms of the 《Abyss》 and reassure their Followers.


Yet that god was asking with even their pride cast aside.


“Stab.”


“I-I already do! How much do I need to do?”


“I don’t know either.”


Someone cursed at those words, while others laughed as though they thought it was a joke. There were also gods who nodded seriously.


Jaehwan looked at them.


The Gods of Yesterday had been the same. Some doubted, some understood, and some acted.


That was the only difference.


“Leave them alone. If they were the kind of god who could understand that, they would have understood before you told them.”


Yu Seolha, who had watched the scene beside him, asked, “You’re popular. We never got that kind of treatment.”


“Why are you following me?”


At Jaehwan’s sharp voice, Yu Seolha shrugged.


“Just bored. They’re not saying anything either.”


The Clockmakers truly did not burn with hostility toward Jaehwan and the Rupture Commanders as they had a few hours ago.


Yu Seolha asked again, “So, are you really going to fight the Leader?”


“If I can.”


“You’ll lose. Don’t do anything stupid.”


Imai said that.


Taking a large bite from a dumpling brought from the inn, Imai gave Jaehwan a quick look from head to toe and asked, “When did you reach the stage of 「Hypothesis」?”


“A few years ago.”


“You seem capable of Sanctuary Manifestation. The quality and quantity of World Force you possess are also exceptionally high. At your rate of growth, if you trained for a few hundred more years, there would be hardly anyone in the entire 《Tree of Illusion》 who could stand against you. But not now.”


Imai swallowed the dumpling still in his mouth and continued.


“Even among the Seven Stars, Russell and Eoduksi are on entirely different levels. Eoduksi can fight even the Seven Heavens above him.”


“You seem to know the Leader well.”


“I’ve seen him. I know as much as I’ve seen.”


“How does he compare to you?”


“That’s a difficult question. At that level, I’d have to fight him to know.”


“Then it’s worth trying.”


Imai frowned.


“You really don’t know your own limits. It seems becoming one of the Seven Stars has gone to your head, but...”


“It doesn’t matter whether he’s strong or weak. I’ve never fought while worrying about things like that.”


Imai looked dumbfounded at Jaehwan’s calm answer.


Before long, the group stopped walking. The ancient palace stood before them.


The Clockmakers let Jaehwan through, then blocked the entrance.


“This is as far as you go.”


The Clockmakers did not seem willing to step back this time. Judging by their unusual presence, many stronger than ‘Nine O’Clock’ had likely been added to their ranks. If they tried to force their way through, even the Rupture Commanders would have to accept some losses.


Yu Seolha made her decision.


“This is far enough for now.”


“Are you really going to leave him like that? That bastard is one hundred percent going to die.”


Without answering, Yu Seolha silently glared at the entrance of the ancient palace Jaehwan had entered.


* * *


Several attendants stood inside the palace.


After confirming Jaehwan’s identity, they gave him a silent bow and began leading the way.


Jaehwan followed the soundless attendants through the inner corridors. His pace was unhurried, as though he were leisurely taking in the scenery. Looking at the displays lining both sides of the hall, he felt like he understood something of the Leader’s tastes.


[Serpent Spear]

[Green Dragon Crescent Blade]

[True Name Sword]

[Twin Dragon Swords]

[Fangtian Halberd]


The exhibits were sealed in plain transparent cases, with their names written in small letters along the bottom front.


Some were weapons Jaehwan thought he had heard of, while others were unfamiliar. He had no way to tell whether those weapons were real.


One thing was certain. The moment he saw them, Dokbul at his waist hummed greedily.


―They’re Parts collected by the Leader. Either genuine pieces, or replicas extremely close to the originals.


‘Security is far too lax.’


―He is confident no one can come this far and steal them.


There were also books that looked like various records.


[Euphrates’ Poetry Collection, Volume 8]

[On the Master’s Tower]

[The Secret of the Three Divine Artifacts]


Some titles made Jaehwan want to open them immediately if time allowed.


He silently scanned the books’ titles before stopping in front of one display.


[Thoughts on the Metaverse and the End of the World]


The title alone was quite interesting, but what drew his attention most was the author.


―Written by Mulack Armelt


At some point, the attendant walking ahead had disappeared.


[Do you want that record?]


Instead, a voice like ashes scattered through gentle darkness guided him.


[Most would covet the weapons first. You are unusual.]


Jaehwan walked toward the voice. The darkness in the corridor cleared away, revealing a bright training hall at the end of the passage.


At its center sat a middle-aged man with his legs crossed, eyes shut.


His hair was half gray, and his face was small and refined. He looked nothing like the vicious Leader of the ‘Alliance.’


Without opening his mouth, the man spoke.


[Thank you for readily accepting my invitation, Jaehwan.]


The Leader slowly opened his eyes and looked at Jaehwan with blue irises. It was a sincere, clear gaze, as if he were seeing Jaehwan himself.


Thinking about it, it had been a long time since someone had called him by name upon first meeting him.


“You’re the Leader?”


The Leader nodded.


The Leader Jaehwan met in person looked somewhat frail. He had a thin body that made Jaehwan wonder whether he could even properly withstand a single sword strike.


Still, anyone who could feel the World Pressure flowing through his whole body would know.


That man was undoubtedly the Alliance’s Leader, the foremost of the Seven Stars, the God of Ashes, ‘Eoduksi.’


When Jaehwan brought his hand toward Dokbul, the Leader said,


[I did not call you here to brawl.]


“Why drag this out? It seems faster to settle things here.”


The Leader slowly rose. When he lightly twisted his body, an elegant wave of World Force swirled through the area. A faint tremor swept across the entire Eighth Floor, like electricity returning to an old factory.


Jaehwan unknowingly gripped his sword hilt tightly.


It might have looked like nothing special to anyone else, but not to Jaehwan.


The man before him might have been one of the three strongest enemies he had ever faced.


[As expected, seeing you in person, you surpass the rumors. With World Pressure of this level, you have passed the fourth stage of Awakening and are now heading toward the fifth.]


“You know about Awakening?”


The realm of Awakening was not something ordinary gods could discuss.


The Leader gave Jaehwan a faint smile, then walked toward the window. Large and small miniatures were displayed there like potted plants.


The Leader quietly looked down at them, then slowly reached out a hand.


[Metaverse Floor 1-1]

[Metaverse Floor 2-6]

[Metaverse Floor 3-5]

[Metaverse Floor 4-12]

······.


Looking closely, every miniature was modeled after the map inside it. The first floor, second floor, third floor, fourth floor...


There was even a panorama of the Eighth Floor.


The moment Jaehwan saw the gods moving inside that scene, along with the black ancient palace at its center, chills ran down his spine.


They were not simple miniatures.


In other words, those were...


“Are you the ‘Driver’?”


[I do handle some of his work for him. You could call it the price of remaining in this Tower. The Driver is very lazy.]


The Leader began repairing broken miniatures with World Force. He managed the stages overseen by the Alliance, added new Parts, and regenerated the monsters used for Tasks.


At times, his fingers moved carelessly and crushed gods inside the miniatures. They were groups on the Tower’s Fourth Floor who repeatedly abused loopholes for bug-like play.


Only then did Jaehwan think he understood a little of what the Leader was.


[I can guess what you are thinking, but you need not worry. I handle this work according to my own fair standards. The Driver leaves it to me because he knows that.]


“Why did you leave me alone when I destroyed the Tower?”


[It had been a very long time since anything like that happened. I became interested.]


Jaehwan understood a little more why the Leader had called him here.


From the beginning, Jaehwan’s threats had meant nothing to the Leader.


At any time, the Leader could simply move a finger and crush every god here to death.
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Building stages, then destroying them again.


The Leader seemed to have repeated that work for a very long time.


“Leader.”


At Andersen’s call, the Leader’s head shifted slightly.


[Has it been five hundred years, Andersen?]


The two gods fell silent for a moment, as though reminiscing about old memories.


The Leader was looking at a destroyed miniature. It was a map reduced to ruins beyond repair.


It was the world Jaehwan had destroyed on the Sixth Floor.


[That was fun.]


Fun.


Was it really all right to describe those days that way?


Jaehwan naturally expected Andersen to get angry.


“Yes. It was.”


The Leader muttered as if Andersen’s response surprised him.


[You have changed. Back then, you were far closer to a human than a god.]


“I’m still the same. I just understand you a little better now.”


Andersen quietly looked at the ruined miniature.


“Thank you for taking Ethan, Justice, and Arteina under your wing.”


[In truth, I wanted to let them live longer. They were good gods.]


“They were good gods.”


Even before the enemy she had met again after five hundred years, Andersen’s voice remained calm. It was far more subdued than when she had met the Metaverse Six Gods or her old Companions.


Did ancient rage take on such a quiet color?


Or had Andersen simply stopped carrying that much resentment?


Either way, Jaehwan realized that Andersen had become someone different from before. The time she had spent climbing the Tower with Jaehwan had affected her too.


[Did you come to avenge your Companions?]


“Only half. The other half is revenge for my Followers.”


[I heard your Vicegerent and Followers became Dolls.]


“I know you weren’t the one who led it. You were always indifferent to things like that. Still, you’re the one responsible for the Alliance, and now you’ll have to bear that responsibility.”


[I have no excuse.]


“Honestly, I didn’t expect you to still be in this Tower. I thought someone like you would have already seen the Tower’s final floor.”


For the first time, the Leader’s fingers paused as he tended to the Tower.


[I have seen it.]


The miniature by the window did not include any scenery beyond the Eighth Floor.


The Ninth and Tenth Floors were not under the Leader’s jurisdiction.


“Is this Tower still as fun as it was back then?”


The Leader did not answer Andersen’s question. He only looked at Jaehwan and Andersen with an odd smile.


“I thought I would be angry when I saw you again.”


[But?]


“Now, you just look pitiful.”


Andersen stared silently at the Leader.


Even someone as powerful as him looked like a gardener tending small flowerpots while surrounded by miniatures.


The Leader said he handled the Driver’s work in the Driver’s stead.


If so, he too must get something in return for taking on that work.


“Even after paying such a great price, do you still have a question this Tower has not answered?”


[Some questions can never be answered. Even knowing that, one continues asking them.]


“You should start thinking about your final question.”


[Perhaps I have been waiting for that day.]


The Leader smiled and blew softly. The thin dust that had settled over the miniatures scattered like ash.


[Or perhaps I have been waiting for someone who would continue my question in my place.]


The Leader’s eyes were fixed on Jaehwan.


Meeting that gaze without a word, Jaehwan asked, “Why did you call me here?”


[Awakened One Jaehwan. You who seek the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》.]


The moment the Leader’s eyes shone blue, Jaehwan realized the Leader was looking into his Unique World.


Despite not using Sanctuary Manifestation, the Leader was seeing 「The World After the Fall」. He was clearly looking up at the bizarre eye floating in its sky.


[Why did you climb this Tower? Did you want others to acknowledge that your Worldview was right?]


Jaehwan felt a strange kinship with the man before him. It was similar to what he had felt when he met Samyeong Garam.


There was a certain air shared by those who had fiercely contemplated their own Worldviews.


The man before him was someone who wondered about the end of the world, just as Jaehwan did. Or perhaps someone who had once pursued the end of this world.


That was why Jaehwan could be honest.


“I came to find a friend.”


[A friend?]


“Unfortunately, it seems they aren’t in this Tower. So I intend to meet the Driver and ask a few questions.”


[What questions?]


“I want to ask about the ‘First Nightmare.’”


As though gauging Jaehwan’s intentions, the Leader stared into his eyes for a moment.


[Some questions possess great power simply by being asked. A question alone can destroy a world.]


“If a world could be destroyed by that, then it was fated to be destroyed from the start.”


The Leader smiled.


[That is true, but even the Driver could not answer such a question.]


“What do you mean?”


[Questions that are too great cannot be questions.]


Like stacking blocks, the Leader began piling the miniature sets one floor at a time. The First Floor, Second Floor, Third Floor, and Fourth Floor.


Once he assembled the layers of miniature sets, they became the shape of a Tower.


Suddenly, Jaehwan remembered the words he had seen long ago in Mulack’s Tower.


「In the end, every Tower of Nightmares is merely an imitation of the ‘First Nightmare’ at the summit of the 《Tree of Illusion》.」


The Leader continued.


[Great questions are too immense for any god to answer alone. That is why they must be divided. You must keep asking small questions, then smaller questions.]


Jaehwan suddenly remembered the days when he practiced Stab.


“Does that mean you have to stab at small things before you can stab at something big?”


[Put in your terms, perhaps.]


The Leader smiled as if Jaehwan’s phrasing amused him.


“Then I should stab at you first.”


[That is the smallest question before you now. Will the God of Ashes, ‘Eoduksi,’ be stronger or weaker than the God Slayer, ‘Jaehwan’?]


Jaehwan nodded. It truly was the question he wanted answered most right now.


[If you wish, I can tell you the answer now. Though if I were you, I would not seek that answer immediately.]


“Why?”


[Because you would not receive the right answer.]


Jaehwan almost asked, “Does that mean I’ll lose?” but stopped himself.


If the Leader simply thought Jaehwan would lose, he would not have used the words “right answer.”


Jaehwan asked something else.


“You said you went to the final floor.”


[Yes.]


“What question did you ask the Driver there?”


[I cannot tell you that.]


“It seems you didn’t receive the right answer either.”


At Jaehwan’s question, the Leader’s eyes trembled faintly.


[That is correct.]


“And that’s why you’re here, to climb to the final floor once more. Is that right?”


Perhaps feeling there was no point in continuing the conversation, the Leader immediately brought up the main subject.


[The reason I called you here is simple. Participate in ‘Climbing the Branches,’ which will be held in three days.]


“No.”


[You have no right to refuse. Threats will not work either. You may test that if you wish.]


The Leader declared that without even looking at Jaehwan.


Jaehwan steadied his breathing as he gripped Dokbul’s hilt.


Yet even as Jaehwan drew up his World Force, the Leader silently continued working on the miniature Tower.


Scenes from the Eighth Floor moved beneath the Leader’s fingertips.


Then, at some point, the Leader’s finger stopped at a single spot.


Jaehwan knew exactly where it had stopped.


Martial World Inn.


If Jaehwan drew Dokbul here and used 「Path of the Wave」, the Leader would crush that inn flat like a toy.


[You are very much like Andersen was five hundred years ago.]


The Leader continued as though he found this situation deeply entertaining.


[I saw the technique you used to defeat Russell. It was excellent, but it is not enough. In this 《Abyss》, there are at least ten beings who could kill you with a flick of a finger.]


“What are you trying to say?”


[I can see how you grew stronger. You are clearly the type who became powerful by refining one technique to its limit. Like someone who has repeated only a single question. You may be the person in this world best at asking one question, but you became so obsessed with it that you missed every other question you should have asked at the right time. Like someone who focused only on climbing this Tower quickly and missed every scene from the Second through Fifth Floors.]


“I didn’t come here to sightsee.”


[That is why you should have climbed while properly seeing this Tower. A Dream Demon’s Tower is like a work of art. There are things you can never discover unless you read it calmly from the beginning. Arrogant Awakened One, that is why I am giving you three days. I hope it will be enough time for you to prepare a few small questions.]


Jaehwan had never seen a god who talked this much.


Perhaps that was why he became a little curious.


Even if the Leader’s words were true, there was no reason for him to make such concessions for Jaehwan’s sake.


“Why are you giving me time to grow stronger?”


[Andersen likely already knows that you cannot face me as you are now.]


Jaehwan looked back at the crow sitting on his shoulder. Yet Andersen literally had the face of a crow, so there was no way to read her expression.


The Leader continued.


[Yet you answered my invitation because you trusted me. I respect that trust. You are very fortunate, Jaehwan, Pure God. Think of the history you have lived through as what saved you. Be grateful that you still have time to ask questions.]


With those words, Jaehwan felt the surrounding space distort. His vision lost its balance, as if the direction of a planet’s rotation had reversed.


Had he been struck by the Leader’s 「Setting」?


Just as he hurriedly tried to draw Dokbul, an enormous strain suddenly came over his body, and his body began moving on its own. Nausea rose within him as the scenery changed.


From the training hall to the corridor, then from the corridor to the colonnade.


When he finally came to his senses, Jaehwan realized he was standing before the ancient palace again.


“What? Didn’t I just go in?”


Yu Seolha, standing nearby, stared at Jaehwan with wide eyes. Imai beside her looked equally startled. The Clockmakers guarding the ancient palace entrance glared at Jaehwan as if asking why he was still there.


Then Jaehwan slowly, very slowly, understood what had happened to him.


His chest creaked.


Memories of the old 《Tower of Nightmares》 flooded in all at once.


But how?


Beastrein had clearly said that such a miracle was impossible anywhere in the universe.


“That is the ability of the Leader’s ‘Three Divine Artifacts.’ It is why he has never lost to anyone except the Seven Divine Thrones.”


Only the crow, who had shared that experience with Jaehwan, could explain what had happened to him.


“Leader Eoduksi can turn back time.”
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「“You certainly eat well. A man I once knew loved these dumplings too.”」


- From Manri Shintong’s “Memories of Dumplings”


* * *


After seeing the Leader’s ability, Jaehwan’s thoughts grew complicated.


He could rewind time.


Had Jaehwan ever faced an enemy with such an absurdly overpowered ability?


‘It was not an illusion. Did he really rewind time?’


- That’s right.


‘A demon I know said no such ability exists in this world.’


- I understand what they meant, but abilities that rewind time definitely exist. It is rather modest, so calling it something grand like “regression” would be a stretch.


‘So the ability has limitations.’


Of course, a Setting that absurd could not possibly be without limits.


Jaehwan immediately returned to the inn.


“Jaehwan-niiiim!”


Runald came running over with hurried footsteps and crashed into Jaehwan.


After looking down at Runald for a moment, Jaehwan turned to Manri Shintong.


“Weren’t they supposed to go to the safe house?”


“The Alliance found out. I decided it would be safer to protect them here instead.”


The Alliance had apparently already seen through their plans.


Had Jaehwan clashed directly with the Leader, everyone at the inn would have died.


Several familiar faces had arrived inside. Rayray, Rene, Pilgrim, Gale, Martis, and the Gods of Today.


It struck Jaehwan once again that he had met more people in this tower than he had realized.


The Allies each chimed in with a remark.


“I heard you went to fight the Leader.”


“Are we starting the war now?”


“You met the Leader? What did he say? Please tell the camera!”


Jaehwan looked at them and answered.


“We agreed to face off in three days. Until then, the Alliance won’t move recklessly.”


“Will the Leader really keep his word?”


“I don’t know. He was a strange bastard.”


The Allies looked at Jaehwan as if they could not believe him.


Jaehwan had no intention of explaining.


“Either way, I intend to remain in seclusion for the next three days. I need time alone, so don’t disturb me.”


The Allies looked confused. It was the first time they had seen the usually unhesitating Jaehwan pause to catch his breath.


“Jaehwan-nim, what should I do? I practice Stab every day.”


“What do you stab?”


“Nothing in particular. I just keep stabbing toward the Alliance.”


Jaehwan stared at Runald for a moment before speaking.


“Can you use Normal Stab now?”


“Not properly yet.”


“Keep training with the gods. Do not participate in battle until you can use Hard Stab.”


Runald nodded.


“Then I will see you in three days.”


Jaehwan immediately walked out of the inn. He knew dragging things out would only make the Allies more confused.


A wide street stretched before him outside.


For some reason, Jaehwan felt as though he had only just truly entered the 〈Metaverse〉.


Andersen, perched atop his head, asked.


- What are you going to do for three days?


‘Look around the lower floors of the tower.’


- Why? Because of what the Leader said?


Andersen sounded surprised. From her perspective, Jaehwan was the type who never listened to anyone else.


‘A memory I had forgotten came back to me.’


- What memory?


‘I heard the dream demon that created this tower was also a Master. Then this tower must contain secrets left behind by that dream demon.’


Sirwen had once said that every nightmare tower contained the dream demon’s intentions.


If that was true, then the 〈Metaverse〉 would also have traces left behind by its dream demon.


Just as 〈Fortress of Regret〉 had contained writing left by Mulack.


That was when a message appeared before him.


[God Slayer ‘Jaehwan’ Memorial Package released. Journey once more through memories of the Metaverse that you may have passed by without notice!]


[A grand adventure with God Slayer ‘Jaehwan’ to uncover the secrets of the Metaverse!]


[For only 30,000 trust, you can travel throughout the tower from the First Floor to the Eighth Floor for three days!]


So they were trying to sell items like this even now.


They were not even selling it only to him.


“Ooh, a trip down memory lane?”


“The Metaverse’s business tactics really are something.”


“Can we go with God Slayer? What are the Metaverse’s secrets?”


Watching the murmuring gods, Jaehwan frowned slightly.


The current 〈Metaverse〉 had become so distorted by the Alliance’s tyranny that little of its former appearance remained. There was no way he could learn the tower’s secrets through a package like that.


Rather than buy it, Jaehwan lightly leaped into the air and landed atop the pavilion on the inn’s roof.


People were waiting for him there.


“You came.”


Jaehwan nodded toward the members of Rupture looking at him.


Yu Seolha, Imai, and Jin Eunsae were there as well.


After Jaehwan briefly explained what he needed, Yu Seolha replied.


“You want us to stand guard for three days?”


“I intend to train for a while. I need protection during that time.”


“That’s really all? You’re going to clear the debt for saving Eunsae with that?”


“I won’t say it twice.”


Jaehwan dropped onto the pavilion roof, crossed his legs, and concentrated.


For the next three days, he could not allow anyone to interrupt him.


He did not think the Leader would attack, but there was no harm in being careful. If the Alliance’s flies came buzzing in, he needed someone to protect the inn in his stead.


“Imai. You heard him, right? Guard him well.”


“You’re dumping this on me again?”


“I’ll stand guard too!”


As Jin Eunsae shouted boldly, Jaehwan slowly sank into his Unique World.


When he blinked, the surrounding scenery had already changed.


A massive eye in the sky looked down at him when he raised his head.


He had completely entered his Unique World.


As he slowly turned his gaze, the scenery around him came into view one piece at a time.


The first thing he saw was Andersen in Rachel Young’s form. Andersen had opened a window in the Unique World to look outside, but she jumped in surprise upon noticing Jaehwan.


- Ah! You startled me! When did you get in here?


“Just now.”


- No, why did you suddenly come in here? You said you were going to examine the lower floors of the tower.


“The tower is here.”


- Could you explain what the hell you mean in a way I can understand?


“The current Metaverse is not in the first form the dream demon created. What I need to examine is the ‘old Metaverse.’”


Andersen’s expression shifted subtly.


- Wait. You don’t mean...


Jaehwan suddenly reached out toward Andersen.


Memories began flowing out from within her. Those billowing memories took root in the surface of his Unique World, then grew into a single towering form.


Andersen blankly stared at the tip of that form.


The 〈Metaverse〉 she remembered stood there.


The tower she had missed and hated so deeply. Its facilities were much older and more rundown than they were now, yet it still had a charm of its own.


A sign Jaehwan had never seen before stood at the tower’s entrance.


「The reason gods cannot climb to the end of the world is simple. They are too heavy. This tower is a staircase I made for heavy gods.」


Perhaps it was writing left behind by Neil Crash.


As Jaehwan read it, he asked Andersen, ‘You said you had already fought the Leader once.’


- I did. It was a long time ago, though.


Neither looked at the other as they gazed up at the tower.


It was far too massive to examine completely in three days.


Andersen spoke.


- I should tell you now, my lessons will be very difficult.


‘That is what I hoped for.’


- Good. Then let us give it a try.


That was how their three-day journey began.


* * *


While Jaehwan had entered his Unique World, Yu Seolha headed alone for the Alliance’s home base.


It was not something she had arranged with Jaehwan beforehand. But when had Rupture ever concerned itself with keeping every little agreement?


After crossing the pavilions in an instant, Yu Seolha arrived at the main gate of the ancient palace.


“What-”


The guards collapsed with dying cries.


The startled Clockmakers rushed at Yu Seolha as she kicked open the main gate and entered.


The ones before her were the 3 o’clock, 5 o’clock, and 6 o’clock Clockmakers.


The Clockmakers were ranked according to the hours displayed on them.


The Clockmakers from 7 o’clock through 12 o’clock, those considered strong, appeared to be absent from the palace. Then there was no reason to waste time.


Rumble.


Lightning crashed down upon the ancient palace, and Yu Seolha’s chain scythe flashed like lightning as it took the Clockmakers’ heads.


Gods waiting in the corridor rushed out to stop Yu Seolha as she ran forward without slowing.


One god among them looked quite strong. They might not have been at the level of the Seven Stars, but they were clearly above the Metaverse Six Gods.


“What business does Rupture have here?”


The moment she heard their voice, Yu Seolha realized who they were.


“If you don’t withdraw at once, we’ll mobilize the Alliance’s entire force-”


“You’re the Alliance’s new strategist.”


Yu Seolha had heard of them. She had forgotten their name, but they were certainly a god of some standing in this tower.


This bastard had likely ordered the harassment of Jaehwan and Jin Eunsae.


Making one final effort to remain patient, Yu Seolha spoke.


“Tell the Leader to come out.”


“Do you think we fear Rupture?”


Perhaps defeating Jin Eunsae, a member of Rupture, had made the strategist confident. They did not seem to fear Yu Seolha.


“Attack.”


Yu Seolha smiled at the Alliance soldiers rushing toward her.


“Rupture’s standing must have sunk low indeed.”


Yu Seolha looked up at the ancient palace ceiling and slowly closed her eyes.


As Yu Seolha’s perception accelerated, the movements around her became relatively slower.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


When she opened her eyes again.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


The world was dyed crimson.


“G-Gyaaaaaah!”


Blood flowed from the gods’ seven orifices. Beings who should have been incapable of bleeding vomited blood as they died.


Yu Seolha’s scythe moved leisurely through the mad gods’ screams, cutting through their necks.


The strategist’s severed head still wore the oblivious expression of someone who had died without realizing it.


Yu Seolha kicked the strategist’s head with indifferent eyes, then sighed.


“They can’t all die. Someone has to tell them what happened.”


The few gods who had barely survived finally rose and ran deeper into the ancient palace.


They understood.


This was Rupture.


The fear of gods, the archenemy of Lords.


The Tree of Illusion’s worst terrorist organization.


A sound like skulls breaking rang out several times in the distance, then the Leader appeared from the training ground.


[It has been a long time, Seolha.]


“It has.”


Yu Seolha stared at the Leader’s face for a long moment before speaking.


“Senior Brother.”


[Why have you come here?]


“How long do you plan to keep playing Leader? It seems the Commander wants you to return soon too. We’ve waited long enough for you, haven’t we?”


Eoduksi looked at Seolha from within the wavering darkness.


[I left Rupture. I told you that.]


“Master Cheongheo said the same thing. But listen, it is a problem when everyone just leaves whenever they feel like it. What are the people left behind supposed to do? Did we not agree to struggle for our lives together in this hellhole?”


The Leader looked at Yu Seolha’s Unique World.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. The scene of the Great Disappearance seven hundred years ago, created by piled corpses.


“Come to your senses, Senior Brother. Stop pretending to be a god and come back. Master Cheongheo left, and you left too. Rupture is becoming something strange. You know it too. The Commander can’t shoulder everything alone.”


[Seolha. We can’t become Companions again.]


“So you crawled into the Fifth Site? From what I can see, you stole 「Time Rewind」 from Chronos. Why not turn time back seven hundred years and bring your dead sibling back? Let us erase Rupture, erase the Seven Divine Thrones, and return to a time when there were no gods or Lords.”


The Leader smiled bitterly.


[That was my intention. But it is a very difficult thing to do.]


“This won’t work. That won’t work. So you decided to live trapped here like a prisoner. Do you still spend your days asking strange questions by yourself?”


[I still ask questions, but lately, I sometimes wonder why I am even asking them.]


The Leader’s eyes burned like ghostly flames within the darkness. He blinked slowly, then turned his gaze from Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood toward the view outside the window.


[Perhaps that is why I have recently become more curious about the questions others ask.]


“For example?”


The Leader quietly raised a hand and motioned her out.


[Go back now. Do not come looking for me again. When we meet next time, we will be enemies.]


“I had intended to do that.”


The waves of World Force flowing from Yu Seolha’s entire body became fiercer.


“But I think it would be easier to kill you now and leave.”


Dazzling lightning infused Thunder Goblin, and terrifying killing intent surged toward the Leader.


“Former Second Division Commander of Rupture, ‘Kim Siwoon.’ I will eliminate you here.”


At that very moment, the Leader’s Setting activated.


「Time Rewind」, one of the Leader’s Three Divine Artifacts, had activated.


Yu Seolha’s features twisted into a demonic grimace as time was forcibly pulled backward.


“You think a paltry Setting like this can...”


Crack.


The Sanctuary’s power activated, and Yu Seolha began resisting the flow of time.


Then the Leader took something from inside his robes.


It was a Cube. It looked far larger and sturdier than the [Time Cube] that had imprisoned Jaehwan and Ethan.


Yu Seolha’s eyes widened as she tried to shout something. At that moment, the Cube’s lid sprang open in a burst of brilliant light.


A storm of World Force swirled, dragging Yu Seolha’s body and voice into the Cube.


Then a deep silence fell.


[Rest. Three days will pass quickly.]


The Leader placed the Cube by the training ground window.


Thud. Thud.


The miniatures by the window shook lightly whenever vibrations came from inside the Cube.


Listening to those sounds, the Leader quietly looked out at the sky as if nothing had happened.


* * *


Three days later, Jaehwan opened his eyes in the darkness.
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[The Eighth Floor Task, ‘Climbing the Branches,’ will begin in 5 minutes.]


Gods began gathering one by one in the rear garden of the ancient palace, the Alliance’s home base.


They ranged from longtime Metaverse veterans to the most renowned powerhouses of the 《Abyss》. Wearing different Skins, the gods huddled together as they waited for the Task, like children preparing for a grand sports day.


‘It has been a long time since the atmosphere felt like this.’


Karlton stood among the murmuring gods with a sour expression.


"Karlton, you are not wanted throughout the entire 《Abyss》, are you? Take a portal and get there first to help Jaehwan. Do not make it too obvious."


He had come flying over as soon as he received that message, two days ago already.


Perhaps because he had always managed his public image well, or because 〈Caspion〉 was not the Seven Divine Thrones’ territory, the guards of 〈Caspion〉 did not stop Karlton. Some even said they subscribed to his channel and asked for autographs.


That was how he arrived in the Metaverse.


Karlton had spent the trust he had saved up in the Abyss without restraint and raced up to the Eighth Floor.


"Hey, Karlton. Have you arrived?"


A message from Sirwen came through 《Little Brother》. Karlton sent a brief reply.


"Yes."

"Where is Jaehwan?"

"I haven’t found him yet."


He had heard Jaehwan was near the Eighth Floor entrance, but Jaehwan was nowhere to be seen no matter where he looked.


"Are you sure the Fortress Lord is here?"

"I told you, he is. I heard he has even contacted the 「Rupture」 members."


Karlton stretched lightly with a sigh.


If Sirwen’s information was correct, Jaehwan had to be somewhere nearby.


"Be careful."


As if proving Sirwen’s warning, not one of the surrounding gods looked like an easy opponent. If any of them went to 《Chaos》, they would be a disaster.


Karlton gave a bitter smile.


There had been a time when he trembled at the sight of even a Lord at the rank of Lieutenant General. Now he stood among high-grade gods without feeling especially tense.


"I am no longer the same ‘Stubborn Karlton.’"


Then a familiar shout came from nearby.


“Light Stab!”


Karlton’s golden eyebrows twitched sharply.


“Normal Stab!”


Only two people in all of the 《Tree of Illusion》 used skill names that were this unsophisticated.


One of them was currently crawling this way aboard the Destruction like a grub, so the owner of that shout had to be...


“Hm?”


When he approached the source of the shout, an unexpected sight greeted him.


There was more than one person shouting.


Gods repeatedly stabbed into the air. Every one of them was naked, and they kept stabbing at empty space in time with the signal.


Their stabs were aimed directly at the ancient palace, the Alliance’s home base.


‘Are they the Fortress Lord’s followers?’


He felt like he had seen them on 《Little Brother》 before.


Were they called the ‘Naked Group’ that followed Jaehwan?


Karlton remembered his time training with Jaehwan in 《Chaos》. Perhaps that was why he spoke without thinking.


“You are doing it wrong.”


“What did you just say?”


By the time he came to his senses, the Naked Group had surrounded him.


‘Damn it.’


It had been so long since he had watched group Stab practice that he must have gotten too absorbed.


“It was nothing.”


“If you do not like our training, why do you not show us how it is done?”


Those who loved Stab never let something like this slide.


“If you insist...”


Karlton was training his own techniques now, but Stab had been his beginning as well.


Stab. A simple straight line that reached a single point.


Karlton took a light breath, summoned his spear, and began to stab. Each straight line was drawn with the reverence of laying steel beams for a solid building’s foundation.


How long had he continued stabbing?


Before he knew it, the Naked Group had gathered around and sat down to watch him.


“Whoa, mister. You are really good.”


The boy’s appearance looked strangely familiar. He was drenched in sweat from head to toe, as if he had just been practicing Stab among the Naked Group.


Karlton put away his spear and smiled awkwardly.


“Thank you.”


“What kind of Stab was that?”


“Ah, this.”


Karlton thought for a moment before answering.


“It is called Cheongheo Stab.”


“Cheongheo Stab?”


“It is a technique made to stab Cheongheo. The person who taught me used it from time to time...”


[‘Climbing the Branches’ will begin in 10 seconds.]


Their pleasant meeting ended quickly. One of the men who had been watching the Stab practice got up.


“That was some Stab, handsome fellow. Runald, let us go.”


“Yes! Good luck, mister!”


“You too. Make sure you survive.”


Karlton and the boy exchanged looks, then lightly bumped fists.


The people watching the Stab practice also dispersed one by one.


He had thought they gathered to pick a fight, but they withdrew this peacefully. Those who loved Stab truly had a different mindset. Karlton’s respect for Jaehwan swelled once more.


With a deep rumble, a colossal tree root began descending from the air. It was large enough to fill the Eighth Floor’s central district and still have room to spare, its circumference easily several kilometers.


[The Task details have been announced!]


+


<Climbing the Branches>


1) ‘Climbing the Branches’ is a lightfoot competition that selects the person who reaches the destination first by running a designated course.

2) There are buffs that increase special abilities.

3) Passengers who obtain a buff will have increased movement speed and Constitution recovery speed.

4) If you kill a passenger who has obtained a buff, you can take that passenger’s buff.


+


[Touch a nearby Root to move to the Task location.]


After carefully reading the Task details, Karlton reached for the nearest Root without hesitation.


[You have selected Root No. 461.]


The view before him warped. The next moment, Karlton stood before a staircase.


A spiraling staircase stretched endlessly toward the sky.


Karlton realized he was inside the tree.


A few gods who seemed to understand the rules at almost the same moment shouted.


“Run!”


Karlton raced up the spiral staircase with them.


Somewhere along this endless spiral, Jaehwan would be there too. If so, finding and helping him as quickly as possible was the only thing Karlton could do.


“You are in the way.”


It seemed some gods had entered as a team, because interference came at once.


Sword strikes stabbed in from his left and behind him at the same time.


Judging from the heavy World Force carried by the blades, they were at least Lords at the rank of Lieutenant General.


Silver World Force surged around Karlton’s shoulders.


Law-type Setting, 「Silver Restraint」


Karlton’s 「Silver Restraint」 had once been a Skill, but with Awakening, it had transformed into a Setting that was entirely his own.


The restraining power that had once depended on the System’s chain of commands now activated according to the Edicts he set.


“Karlton’s Rules for Conversation, Article 1, Clause 5. Do not swing your sword first.”


Silver chains erupted from Karlton’s entire body, binding the hands and feet of the ambushing gods and knocking them down.


“Ghk! What is this?”


The immobilized gods tumbled down the stairs.


Karlton glanced at them and muttered, “You should have followed the Edict.”


“Who the hell made up that law...”


“Karlton’s Rules for Conversation, Article 1, Clause 1. Do not interrupt when the other person is speaking.”


Silver chains flew in with arrogant force, hurling away the gods blocking his path.


“Wait, could that be...”


Only then did the gods recognize Karlton. Their expressions changed.


“It is Silver Restraint! I have seen him on 《Little Brother》!”


“The Edict addict!”


“The handsome guy!”


Karlton waved at the gods with an embarrassed smile, then shot forward.


After clearing thousands of stairs in an instant, he found a passage leading to another, wider staircase.


He had entered through Root No. 461. It seemed the survivors from other Roots joined through this passage as well.


Karlton continued running up the stairs.


Gods were not the only threats he faced while climbing. Monsters leaped out from the passage without warning, and traps sprang up out of nowhere.


‘It feels like climbing a tower.’


As a Celestial-human hybrid, Karlton had never properly experienced the 《Tower of Nightmares》. He had been born from a Root, then fell straight into 《Chaos》 when he died. Unlike other humans, he had no hometown.


[You have obtained a buff!]

[Your movement speed has increased!]


After running for another thirty minutes or so, Karlton had completely entered the leading group.


He had even found a buff in a hidden chest, greatly increasing his movement speed.


Just as he began to think he might reach the finish line before Jaehwan, a powerful presence blocked his path.


Slice.


The upper half of his clothes was slashed apart. If he had not stopped on instinct, his body would have been split by the cutting wire.


The sound of a clock ticking began somewhere nearby.


One, two, three, four...


The moment Karlton saw the masked figures wearing pitch-black eye patches, his expression hardened.


The gods before him were on a completely different level from the enemies Karlton had faced until now. In terms of Lords, they were General class, or gods of similar strength.


Karlton summoned his primary weapon, the Silver Holy Spear, into his palm.


Someone quietly muttered, “Karlton of Silver Restraint. His level is at the beginning of Fourth Awakening. His Sanctuary is unknown. His primary Setting is Silver Restraint, and his primary weapon is the Silver Holy Spear.”


“You know me?”


The masked figures did not answer.


Karlton leaped straight into their center without hesitation.


Each of them was a difficult opponent. If he did not break their momentum early, he would not be able to get through them. The enemies surrounding him in an instant stabbed their daggers into his blind spots.


Law-type Setting, 「Edict」


As a voice like an incomprehensible chant flowed from Karlton’s mouth, the regular ticking of the clock faded for an instant.


Karlton did not miss the moment the daggers’ trajectories twisted.


Karlton-style variation.


「Hard Stab」


The Stab Jaehwan had taught him burst from Karlton’s holy spear. The masked figures leaped back from the threatening surge of silver World Force.


The Stab pierced through their formation and charged toward the masked figure guarding the center.


It was a strike that could not be dodged.


Crack.


Yet Karlton’s Stab twisted just before the masked figure’s chest.


The figure had the Roman numeral Ⅻ embroidered on their eye patch.


"Karlton, run."


Sirwen’s urgent voice reached him. She must have been watching the battle through a broadcast.


"That one is 12 o’clock of the ‘Blind Clockmakers.’ They are a powerhouse comparable to the Seven Stars."


The Seven Stars. Seven stars shining in the sky of the Abyss.


Karlton had heard that Jaehwan recently defeated one of those Seven Stars.


Yet hearing about it and facing one in person were entirely different things.


The Fortress Lord fought enemies like this?


The moment he faced 12 o’clock’s chilling presence, even Karlton, who had spent two years fighting through the Abyss, could not help shrinking back instinctively.


The ticking in his head grew louder, like a time bomb’s timer.


Karlton calmly raised his World Force. He had no chance of winning, but this was still a fight he could not retreat from.


“Manifest your Sanctuary, Silver Restraint.”


As if they wanted to see Karlton’s abilities, 12 o’clock took two daggers from inside their robes. They resembled the hour and minute hands of a clock.


The clock sound became louder than before.


Even while operating 「Selflessness」 at full power, his body moved sluggishly. He might be able to fight better if he manifested his Sanctuary as the enemy advised, but there was one problem.


Karlton had never successfully manifested his Sanctuary even once.


“I would rather not.”


For some reason, no proper place came to mind when he thought of a ‘Sanctuary.’ He tried imagining a world tied to Edicts, but unlike a dream demon, he had difficulty materially imagining the world of symbols.


“Then your time ends here.”


“Karlton’s Survival Rules, Article 1, Clause 1. This life is to be used only for the Fortress Lord.”


Silver wings sprouted from Karlton’s shoulder blades.


Karlton’s holy spear moved at high speed, exchanging dozens of blows with the Clockmakers’ daggers. A dagger slipped through an opening, cutting across Karlton’s wing and shoulder.


Despite the pain that washed over him, Karlton endured without showing it.


These were surely Jaehwan’s enemies. If so, simply holding them here might help Jaehwan, even a little.


The number of daggers increased by the second, forcing Karlton onto the defensive. At this rate, he would not last even a few minutes.


As he watched the rain of blades pour down like Deadmans, a familiar scene suddenly came to mind.


‘Yulhen, Cayman. Are you both well?’


It was not the place of his birth, but it was where he had stayed for a long time and found comfort. The world that had called him the Northern Checkpoint Chief.


The hometown where he had grown up and lived for so long, 《Chaos》.


Karlton’s silver chains shattered in the air against the waves of World Force that surged like a tide of Deadmans.


A dagger slipped in at once, about to take Karlton’s head.


Then, from somewhere, came the roar of Garnak, the Five-Horned Beast.


Thinking it was a hallucination, Karlton opened his eyes wide.


With a sharp crack, the dagger before him was knocked away.


12 o’clock’s shocked expression was followed by the shouts of the Clockmakers.


An unbelievable sight unfolded before him.


A massive figure shielded him, its broad back vast enough to evoke Gorgon Fortress.


The moment he saw that back, Karlton remembered an emotion he had forgotten for a long time.


He had followed that back into the Abyss.


“Fortress Lord.”


The King recognized by 《Chaos》 looked back at him.
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“Do not worry. Go on ahead.”


Jaehwan gave a bitter smile at Karlton’s reassuring voice.


It had been two whole years since they last met.


There was much he wanted to ask and much he wanted to say. Yet even without exchanging many words, Jaehwan could tell how Karlton had spent that time.


Each time Karlton’s Silver Holy Spear repeatedly stabbed through the air, it carried the weight of those years.


Jaehwan knew. Only someone who had stubbornly repeated the same training could possess a Stab like that.


Whether in Chaos or the Abyss, it seemed Karlton’s stubborn nature had not gone anywhere.


“Understood.”


Trusting Karlton, Jaehwan ran ahead. Karlton’s 「Silver Restraint」 relentlessly latched onto the Clockmakers pursuing him at high speed.


Only one Clockmaker shook off Karlton’s restraints and rushed at Jaehwan. It was 12 o’clock of the Blind Clockmakers.


Karlton’s urgent voice reached him.


“Be careful, Fortress Lord-nim!”


12 o’clock drew a translucent curved sword from their back and sent a slash straight at Jaehwan.


The instant Dokbul collided with the curved sword, Jaehwan understood. The 12 o’clock before him was a powerhouse on the level of the Seven Stars. They seemed a step below the God of the Deep Sea Russell, whom Jaehwan had faced recently, but there was no doubt about it.


“Are you one of the Seven Stars too?”


“I have no interest in such trifling honor.”


“I see.”


Jaehwan remembered what Cheongheo had said just before he entered the Abyss.


“Be careful, brat. The Abyss is vast. There are more unknown powerhouses than known ones. The term ‘Abyss powerhouse’ did not arise for nothing.”


An Abyss powerhouse.


For the first time in a while, Jaehwan remembered a face he missed. The first person he met after coming to 《Chaos》 had mistaken him for one too.


Perhaps sensing Jaehwan’s focus waver, 12 o’clock’s expression hardened.


“Are you looking down on me?”


At that moment, a magic circle in the shape of an analog clock spread beneath their feet.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Nightmare of Noon」.


The clock within the circle pointed to exactly 11:50.


Then the second hand began to move.


This appeared to be the Clockmaker’s Sanctuary.


[Evade your opponent’s attacks for ten minutes.]


[Your remaining time decreases each time you take damage from an attack.]


[Your remaining time increases each time you damage your opponent.]


[You will suffer a critical injury when your remaining time is exhausted.]


Jaehwan was genuinely surprised.


So a Sanctuary could be applied in a way like this.


Blades flew in from every direction, grazing Jaehwan’s shoulder and shin. More than ten seconds of his remaining time vanished in an instant. As the opponent’s attacks found their rhythm and quickened, small wounds began to cover Jaehwan’s body.


[Your remaining time has decreased by one minute.]


[Your remaining time has decreased by one minute.]


12 o’clock was a powerhouse who wielded an incredible swift sword.


Before he knew it, his remaining time had fallen below five minutes.


If it all ran out like this, Jaehwan would suffer a critical injury, and the advantage would pass to 12 o’clock.


Certain of their upper hand, 12 o’clock looked relaxed.


“You have no chance in a battle of speed. Try using the technique that defeated Russell.”


They even had the leisure to offer strategic advice.


Jaehwan smiled bitterly.


“Gods of the Abyss really like meddling with their enemies.”


“You complain even after I tell you how to survive?”


The Seven Star-level powerhouses of the Abyss all had similar attitudes. Perhaps it came from their deep confidence in their own Worldviews.


Jaehwan took the stance for Stab.


As 12 o’clock said, if he was outmatched in speed, the only answer was to settle it with one powerful strike. Dragging this out would only favor 12 o’clock.


After confirming the fiercely condensed World Force in Dokbul, 12 o’clock gave a hand signal. In sync with Jaehwan’s Stab, 10 o’clock and 11 o’clock, who had escaped Karlton’s restraints, charged in at the same time.


Kwoooong!


World Force shot from Dokbul and tore through the air toward the Clockmakers.


「Path of the Wave」 was a secret technique that concentrated World Force into a narrow area.


The enemies appeared to have already analyzed Jaehwan’s battle with Russell. They gathered World Force over exactly the impact area of 「Path of the Wave」, taking Jaehwan’s attack as efficiently as possible.


10 o’clock and 11 o’clock were both hurled back by the powerful impact, but thanks to them, 12 o’clock took no damage at all.


In less than the time it took to blink, 12 o’clock’s shadow stood before Jaehwan.


Did they believe he could not use an attack of that strength twice in succession? 12 o’clock’s curved sword descended straight toward Jaehwan’s crown.


Then Dokbul moved again.


Kwoooong!


Startled, 12 o’clock barely deflected the second Stab.


“Y-”


A third strike followed immediately.


Kwoooong!


Unable to withstand the impact, 12 o’clock was flung back. 10 o’clock and 11 o’clock, their entire bodies in tatters, shielded 12 o’clock. After barely catching their breath, 12 o’clock vomited a mouthful of silver blood.


10 o’clock spoke in a tense voice.


“Something is wrong. We were not told he was this strong.”


12 o’clock frowned and glared at Jaehwan.


“Did you obtain some kind of fortuitous encounter? I heard you could not use that technique more than twice.”


Without answering, Jaehwan took the stance for Stab again. 12 o’clock’s expression stiffened.


Dokbul spat fire once more. With help from 11 o’clock and 10 o’clock, 12 o’clock dispersed the impact and blocked the Stab.


Realizing something, 12 o’clock muttered quietly.


“That is not the technique from before.”


In a voice full of disbelief, 12 o’clock continued.


“That Stab should not have this much power.”


12 o’clock’s judgment was correct.


What Jaehwan had used was not 「Path of the Wave」, but 「World Stab」.


“That used to be true.”


The three Clockmakers rushed at Jaehwan together. At the same time, Dokbul began to spin. One turn, two turns, three turns. After spinning ten times in an instant, Dokbul shot forward.


「World Stab」, Tenfold.


12 o’clock flinched at the ten waves of Stabs flying in. Still, it was an attack within their expectations.


It was not a technique on the same level as the one that defeated Russell. They had grasped its power and speed, so all they needed to do was exploit an opening and ambush him.


「World Stab」, Twentyfold.


“Argh!”


10 o’clock and 11 o’clock, shredded by the Stabs, collapsed as silver blood scattered through the air.


Holes had opened across 12 o’clock’s body as well, but this was their chance. There was no way a technique like this could be used more than twenty times.


「World Stab」, Thirtyfold.


12 o’clock’s eyes widened. Their curved sword blocked the Stabs with all its strength. 12 o’clock was confident in their speed as well.


Faster. Stronger.


As the cracking sounds continued without pause, 12 o’clock crossed the line between life and death several times.


The exhilaration of fighting an enemy on equal footing. In that time, 12 o’clock was growing stronger too.


At last, when Jaehwan’s Stabs slowed, 12 o’clock sensed victory.


That was the limit of his Stabs. There was no way he could unleash more than this.


「World Stab」, Fiftyfold.


With a sharp rushing sound, 12 o’clock’s entire body was pierced through. Tenfold had inflicted light wounds, then another fivefold caused severe wounds. An additional fivefold dealt critical damage.


With their lower body completely in tatters, 12 o’clock fell to their knees against their will.


“Are you a monster...?”


It was impossible. None of the Seven Stars they knew could unleash attacks of such caliber one after another.


“How can you possess such power without even using Sanctuary Manifestation...?”


Jaehwan slowly walked toward the fallen 12 o’clock.


In truth, as 12 o’clock said, such power could not be produced without Sanctuary Manifestation.


Sanctuary Manifestation was a technique that completely turned a fixed zone into one’s own domain. It consumed an enormous amount of World Force, making it difficult to use carelessly.


“Do not tell me...”


That was why Jaehwan had thought about it.


Did he really need to manifest his entire Sanctuary just to use Stab?


Seeing the power of a Sanctuary flowing over Dokbul, 12 o’clock’s eyes widened.


Local Sanctuary Manifestation.


This was the technique Jaehwan had devised over the past three days to face the powerhouses of the Abyss.


Dokbul’s blade severed 12 o’clock’s Link.


Having suffered a massive blow to their Link, 12 o’clock screamed and collapsed.


“Move.”


The crowd, having watched a Seven Star-level powerhouse fall so helplessly before them, staggered back.


After confirming that Karlton was following him, Jaehwan began running again.


Perhaps because they were nearing the upper part of the Branch, high-ranking divinities of the Alliance began to appear from time to time. Yet after witnessing Jaehwan’s fight, none dared to rush him easily.


After defeating several more gods, he finally saw the end of the stairs.


“I am sorry, but you cannot go any farther.”


Someone stood in Jaehwan’s way.


The man was as old as Manri Shintong. An elder in a dignified long robe, his graying hair tied up above his head.


Like a martial artist introducing himself, the old man spoke.


“My name is Shiyu. Have you heard of me?”


Jaehwan shook his head. Still, the instant he saw Shiyu, something deep in his chest seemed to sink.


“It has been a long time since I was active. It is no surprise you do not recognize me.”


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ narrows their eyes.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ looks intrigued.]


The presence of powerhouses came in many forms. Some made one’s body hair stand on end, while others seemed to press down deep inside the chest.


A gentle, yet heavy presence.


Jaehwan realized that the old man before him was a god stronger than the God of the Deep Sea Russell or the Clockmakers.


Gods lingering near the stairs let out sighs.


“Good heavens. He joined the fight?”


Those currently climbing the stairs were all high rankers even among the upper floors of the Metaverse. Yet the instant they saw the old man’s face, they began backing away.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ complains that such a boring old man is still alive.]


[Some gods are shocked by the appearance of the ‘God of Aging’.]


[Few gods are wary of the ‘God of Aging’!]


Perhaps having heard the gods’ messages, Shiyu smiled kindly.


“My Companions seem quite fond of you.”


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ glares, asking who the hell is your Companion.]


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ warns that this is no place for one of the Seven Heavens to interfere.]


Only after seeing Ignis’s message did Jaehwan realize who the old man was.


The Seven Heavens.


One of the seven heavens of the Abyss, said to stand above the Seven Stars.


A supreme powerhouse like that had come here personally to stop Jaehwan.


“I do not wish to bring down a young star with my own hands. Please turn back here.”


“Why are you stopping me?”


“You have made far too many enemies in a short time. Do you truly not know why the renowned powerhouses of the Abyss do not climb the Metaverse?”


“Because they are lazy.”


“What an impudent young man. How did you incur the wrath of ‘Time’? Even if you survive here, you will no longer be able to live freely in the 《Abyss》. Fighting the Seven Divine Thrones in the 《Abyss》 is as foolish as a living creature fighting against aging.”


It was not difficult to understand the old man’s words.


The strongest person in the Metaverse was the Leader. And the god backing that Leader was Chronos, the God of Time and master of the Fifth Site.


In other words, this old man had been sent by Chronos to stop Jaehwan.
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“I have to go up. Move aside, or I’ll cut you down.”


Jaehwan’s answer cast a heavy silence over the area.


“Then you will die here.”


One by one, the souls around them held their breath under Shiyu’s gaze. An overwhelming presence surrounded Shiyu, equal to or greater than the pressure that had accompanied the highest-ranking Generals.


Jaehwan did not shrink back in the slightest before Shiyu’s aura.


“If someone like you is one of the Seven Heavens, then the Leader must belong among them too.”


“Have you already met the Leader?”


Jaehwan nodded, and unease crossed the old man’s face.


“The Leader truly possesses power on par with the Seven Heavens. The fact that you recognized that means…”


Shiyu’s wise eyes carefully studied Jaehwan’s.


A moment later, a faint spark flashed in the old man’s eyes.


As if genuinely amazed, he murmured to Jaehwan.


“Remarkable. Can a young god already see a seat among the Seven Divine Thrones?”


[Multiple gods are startled by the God of Aging’s words.]

[Some gods ask whether that is true.]


The stunned gods looked at one another.


They knew Jaehwan was strong. Yet powerful figures had often emerged throughout 《Abyss》’s history.


But Shiyu had just mentioned the Seven Divine Thrones.


“God Slayer is that strong? He can already see a place among the Seven Divine Thrones?”

“I think the God of Aging has gone senile.”

“To be strong enough to contend with the Seven Heavens…”


Over the past thousand years, the ranks of the Seven Stars and Seven Heavens had changed from time to time. Monsters beyond all standards had appeared, and some had risen to the ranks of the strongest after discovering relics of Ancient Gods.


The Seven Divine Thrones were different.


The seven gods standing at the highest peak of the 《Abyss》.


Rulers of enormous Sites, beings who held the 《Tree of Illusion》’s greatest power and were feared even by the Twelve Great Lords.


Most gods would train their whole lives, then vanish without ever glimpsing even the shadow of the Seven Heavens, much less the Seven Divine Thrones.


Yet Shiyu, the God of Aging and one of the Seven Heavens, had said that Jaehwan could see a place among the Seven Divine Thrones.


“Amazing. Not even the Leader or Andersen in their prime would have been at your level.”


“You know Andersen?”


“She was an exceptional god. If she had not faced the Leader five hundred years ago, she would likely be one of the Seven Stars or Seven Heavens by now. I do not know where she is or what she is doing these days.”


It seemed Shiyu did not know Andersen was traveling with Jaehwan.


Perhaps he was a god who barely watched 《Little Brother》. The Abyss was vast, and it held all kinds of gods. It was not strange for some to reject communication and live in seclusion.


Andersen gave no response to Shiyu’s words. She had likely dozed off, exhausted from sharing her memories with Jaehwan.


After carefully assessing Jaehwan’s aura, Shiyu continued.


“Now that I have seen your talent, I am even more afraid to harm you. You have the potential to reach the Seven Divine Thrones. Please, do not take your life so lightly.”


Come to think of it, Manri Shintong and the Leader had said similar things. Did old gods develop some strange sense of community among themselves?


“Thanks for the concern. Now move.”


For some reason, Jaehwan did not want to fight Shiyu. The old man did not seem to have come with any real intention of killing him. Even his expression made it obvious that Chronos had forced him to come here.


“You are quite unreasonable. You…”


Shiyu let out a light sigh and was about to continue when a cold voice came from below the stairs.


“Lord Slayer.”


Here, he was called God Slayer. There, Lord Slayer.


From the title alone, Jaehwan could guess what group had appeared.


The gods’ faces changed as they turned toward the voice, openly wary.


World Pressures he recognized from fighting in 《Chaos》.


Lords from the Five Great Families and the twelve zones had arrived.


They appeared to be an advance force. They were not as strong as the Generals from the Ninth Zone who had come looking for him before. Even so, they were clearly at least General-tier powerhouses.


“How dare Lords come here!”

“Get lost. We only have business with the Lord Slayer.”


Jaehwan had expected them to come to the Tower eventually, but their timing was poor.


The Seven Heavens stood before him. Lords stood behind him.


There was no easy way to escape in either direction.


Then gods poured out from behind the stairs. They pushed through the crowd and stood at Jaehwan’s side as if to protect him.


“Leave this to us and go.”


Rayray added after Rene.


“Go on, God Slayer.”


Martis said something equally strange.


“This is our Naked Group’s territory now.”


Runald drew a toy-like sword.


“Jaehwan-nim, I can use Hard Stab now. I learned it by watching that handsome guy use it. It is not quite the same as yours yet, Jaehwan-nim.”


Karlton’s eyes widened at Runald’s words.


Gale appeared next, leading a group of mid-grade gods. Manri Shintong was there as well, with the Black Shop’s gatekeepers.


“I’ll show the ones who look down on mid-grade gods what we can do.”

“The Black Shop cannot miss a historic fight like this.”


Karlton looked at Jaehwan’s Allies with deep emotion.


Just as in Chaos, there were a few here who followed Jaehwan.


Karlton stood with them, as if protecting Jaehwan, and spoke.


“Fortress Lord-nim, I will hold them off here as well.”


The Lords roared and drew their swords. The Gods of Today gripped their own weapons with shouts.


Explosions thundered across the battlefield.


Gods and Lords at least Warlord-tier, or even General-tier, collided. Violent shockwaves began sweeping over the stairs.


At the center of that battlefield, Rene cut off a Lord’s head and called to Jaehwan.


“Go up and kill the Leader!”


Jaehwan looked at Rene for a moment.


He could not understand why Rene and the other gods were helping him so much.


That was why he had to tell them. He had to make clear what he was trying to do, and what their goodwill in helping him would bring upon them.


“I will destroy your world.”


Rene stared quietly at Jaehwan.


Several Lords fighting on the landing screamed as they fell down the spiral staircase.


Jaehwan and Rene watched them together.


Gods and Lords fell into the distant spiral below.


Long ago, Jaehwan had seen a similar sight of falling.


Gods, Lords, and humans had all come here to climb higher. They accumulated World Force, raised their levels, and built Towers. All to reach a higher place. Then they came here to fall again because they could not bear the height they had reached.


“Go ahead.”


Jaehwan did not know what Rene saw in that scene or what she was thinking. Rene likely did not know either.


A distance as vast as the endless spiral staircase stood between them, so they could never truly understand one another.


Still, Jaehwan had saved Rene, and Rene had come here to help him.


That was the only understanding they shared amid this chaos.


“Didn’t you say this Tower had to be protected?”


“I still think that. I am helping you, but part of me also hopes you fail. Still, if you truly succeed and bring this world to an end…”


Rene gazed beyond the spiral with unfocused eyes.


“Show us the view you see.”


Jaehwan watched Rene for a moment, then nodded and turned away.


As if waiting for that, one of the Seven Heavens blocked his path.


“So something like bonds still remains in this era. But young man, you cannot pass through here.”


Without hesitation, Jaehwan wrapped himself in World Force.


At that moment, powerful World Force rose behind him.


“Hey, old man. How about you play with me?”


A chilling sound of a blade tearing through the air rang out. The gods and Lords behind them were cut in half and scattered across the floor.


Imai, Rupture’s Third Division Commander, walked across the corpse-strewn landing.


Shiyu opened his mouth in shock, and Imai’s katana drew a strange curve through the air. Shiyu hurriedly shot out both palms, which collided with the katana in a thunderous crash. They had exchanged only a single blow, yet the entire staircase shook precariously as if crying out in pain.


Imai spoke.


“Go already. This old man is pretty strong, so I need to focus. And do me one favor.”


“A favor?”


“Three days ago, Seolha went to take down the Leader alone, then we lost contact with her. You do not need to know why she did it, but if you can, bring Seolha back.”


Jaehwan nodded.


“I will.”


Perhaps Jaehwan’s indifferent answer worried Imai, because Imai added anxiously.


“Seolha is not someone who would die easily. I really believe that, but… bring her back alive. A Division Commander going missing is a serious problem for us too. If things go wrong, a Commander might come here personally. Then every one of us is finished. Now hurry up and go!”


Imai took Shiyu’s immense World Force head-on and gripped the katana in both hands. An odd scent of blood and flowers rose from the elegant blade, and soon Blood Flowers began blooming around Imai.


That was likely the Third Division Commander’s primary Setting.


Jaehwan wanted to watch their fight longer, but he put that regret behind him and started running up the stairs.


“I’ll cover the rear.”


Jin Eunsae blocked the gods chasing after Jaehwan.


Taking advantage of the time his Allies had bought him, Jaehwan accelerated.


「Earth Stab」


He drove his foot forward like a blade and crossed dozens, then hundreds, of steps at once.


How much farther had he run?


At last, he could no longer sense Jin Eunsae or the gods pursuing him.


Jaehwan was completely alone.


The staircase never ended, no matter how far he ran.


At some point, the World Force grew denser, making it hard for him to breathe. It felt as though he was climbing against compressed time and space. His mind and soul gradually came under strain.


It was similar to entering the 《Tower of Nightmares》 with its time ratio raised to the limit.


Traces of gods who seemed to have given up midway were scattered along the stairs. Jaehwan ran while counting those traces.


The history of discipline he had forged through machine-like diligence protected him.


When he looked down, he could faintly see something like a distant world below.


In that world, gods and Lords continued their endless war, while Cultivators harvested Products to offer them.


Souls that had failed to be harvested would become the hands and feet of gods and Lords in a hell stripped of life, turning their swords upon one another.


All that suffering felt like a lie to Jaehwan.


Perhaps this was what the Dream Demon that created the Tower had wanted to tell him.


Why had the Dream Demon wanted to show him this?


What meaning was there in experiencing such emotions in this meaningless world?


The staircase grew narrower and narrower.


At some point, it no longer felt as if he was running on stairs.


It felt like running across clouds.


He kept running, and when even the sensation of running finally vanished,


[You have reached the ‘End of the Branch’.]


Jaehwan had finally reached the top of the Branch.


[You have completed the Task ‘Climbing the Branches’!]

[Your ‘Climbing the Branches’ ranking is first place.]

[You have received 400,000 trust as a reward.]

[An ‘Ninth Floor admission ticket’ has been awarded as a reward.]

[You have gained the qualification to challenge the final floor of the Metaverse.]


When he opened his eyes again, someone was waiting for Jaehwan.
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White in every direction.


The Leader stood in a white space whose end could not be seen. Overwhelmed by its sterile-room whiteness, he blinked a few times and took a deep breath.


Behind him, a door with an antique design stood slightly open. Before long, his enemy would appear through it.


The rival he had waited a very long time to see.


“Your duty is to protect that Tower.”


Chronos, master of the Fifth Site, did not want the Leader to fight.


Chronos had sent one of the Seven Heavens in his employ, along with the Clockmakers.


With that much force, they could surely kill not only a Seven Star, but anyone in the 《Abyss》 apart from the Seven Divine Thrones.


Even so, the Leader had a vague expectation that Jaehwan would appear through that door.


Like a general preparing for a final battle, the Leader slowly walked to his left. After some time, he came upon a row of glass capsules shaped like coffins. Dolls lay inside them, though none had names written on them.


They were his old Companions.


His Companions who had vanished during the 「Great Disappearance」 seven hundred years ago.


Their empty shells remained, like vaccines made from dead viruses, with only traces of their souls left behind.


[The Driver is looking at you.]


The Leader looked up into the empty air.


[The Driver asks whether you still wish to revive your Companions.]


[Did you come to mock me, Driver?]


An unpleasant laugh echoed through the air.


The Leader continued expressionlessly.


[Keep your promise properly. This is the last time.]


[The Driver says, ‘Of course. You will obtain what you desire.’]


His long-cherished wish was now before him.


He did not know whether it was possible.


Still, he could at least try.


The Leader believed that alone was enough.


[I have one question.]


[The Driver says, ‘What is it?’]


[The Commander must have met you at the end of the Tower too.]


[The Driver says, ‘He did.’]


After hesitating for a moment, the Leader asked.


[What question did he ask?]


[The Driver says, ‘It seems you still have something you wish to know.’]


The Leader fell silent.


It was not an important question. Still, it had taken him a very long time to ask it. Everyone had questions like that. For the Leader, this was one of them.


[The Driver says, ‘Would learning that change anything now? You have given up on the end.’]


[I am only curious. If you do not wish to answer, then do not.]


[The Driver says, ‘He was a man who knew that whatever path he chose, he would ultimately be unhappy. That is the fate of those who climb the Tree.’]


[What does that mean?]


The Driver did not answer.


The Driver's presence soon vanished with a light laugh. The Driver had always been like this.


He felt a vibration from his chest and rummaged through his clothes. The Cube containing the sealed Yu Seolha was trembling.


Compared to three days ago, the Cube's exterior had been badly damaged. It could not withstand Yu Seolha's World Force as Yu Seolha tried to escape it.


Yu Seolha had told him to return to the Rupture.


“Siwoon. Are you really going?”


The Leader still remembered his last conversation with the Commander.


It had been when he was still Kim Siwoon, Rupture's Second Commander, rather than Eoduksi.


“I am.”

“It seems you need a new question.”

“Think whatever you want.”


The Commander did not try to stop him.


The Leader could not read the Commander's expression. They seemed sad somehow, perhaps even a little depressed. Yet the Commander always looked sad and depressed, so perhaps that had been his own misunderstanding.


Even at that final moment, the Commander had been looking up at the sky.


“Can you still see it?”

“Yes.”


A man who had spent his entire life chasing the ideal suspended in his own sky.


A lonely man who had to live a life where he alone could see the truth of the world.


The Commander had said,


“I thought you would be able to see it with me.”


Had those words wounded him? Kim Siwoon bit his lip.


“You are insane.”


Then the Commander laughed like a truly insane person and said,


“Perhaps I am. Can a ‘truth’ seen by only one person truly be the truth?”

“……”

“You cannot touch it, feel it, or smell it. You can only know that it is floating there. How is that different from a dream or delusion? Is ‘that’ really ‘there’?”


Kim Siwoon could not answer. It was a question he did not understand.


A question he would never find an answer to.


“Go, Siwoon. Find another question.”


That was why he was now running from that question.


“I hope the question you find will be one that interests me too.”


The Leader's memories scattered across the white space, as though an illusion had warped apart.


The Leader took a light breath and spoke.


[When did you arrive?]


“Just now.”


He turned around and saw Jaehwan standing there.


As expected, Jaehwan had reached this place.


“Was that the ‘Rupture Lord’ just now?”


Jaehwan stared at the Leader's fading memories.


The silhouette blurred in an instant.


The Leader nodded.


“I see.”


Without asking anything further, Jaehwan drew Dokbul.


“Let us begin.”


[Very well.]


The final battle began.


* * *


Jaehwan had fought countless powerful enemies until now.


Excluding Catastrophe, the Ancient God he had been completely unable to resist, the strongest person he had fought was Samyeong Hun, the Second General of the Ninth Zone.


More precisely, that had been true until he fought the Leader.


Once, twice, three times.


Jaehwan's Dokbul collided with the Leader's gauntlet.


Jaehwan's 「Selflessness」 had advanced beyond comparison with when he fought Samyeong Hun.


Even so, the Leader perfectly kept up with the movements of 「Selflessness」.


Even when Jaehwan activated 「Doubt」, he could not see the Leader's weakness. Even when he used 「Understanding」, he could not grasp the core of the Leader's Setting. His Awakening abilities were being blocked one after another.


Still, Jaehwan was not anxious in the slightest.


If anything, this perilous battle was teaching him things that solitary training could not reveal.


Sword and fist collided. Whenever a shockwave erupted, Dokbul hummed.


It sounded pleased.


Both Jaehwan and the Leader knew how precious it was to meet a rival they could clash against with all their strength.


[You have improved again.]


“Is this the time to be evaluating me?”


Jaehwan's skill truly had improved even compared to three days earlier.


[Even if you searched the entire 《Abyss》, there would no longer be more than ten people capable of facing you.]


“Soon, there will be nine.”


Jaehwan pulled 「Fall」 out with his left hand. When he overlaid 「Fall」 upon Dokbul, the sword took on the form of 「Fall Sword」, cloaked in a pitch-black aura.


It was one of Jaehwan's main techniques, the one that had cut down the Metaverse Six Gods.


In response, the Leader changed his gauntlet into the shape of a spear. Ash-gray World Force coiled around the blue spear, which resembled a trident.


In the instant they gauged one another's openings, the Leader moved first.


「Gray Imugi」


The Leader's trident drew strange curves as if dancing. In an instant, World Force shaped like an imugi shot from the spearhead. Accompanied by an ash-gray current, the imugi opened its savage jaws to swallow Jaehwan.


At nearly the same time, Jaehwan immediately changed Fall Sword's form.


「Fall Sword, Third Form.」


A black dragon leaped out from the open mouth of Fall Sword.


The black dragon and gray imugi formed a vortex and surged into the air, then began tearing at one another's bodies.


Jaehwan gained the upper hand first. His black dragon roared loudly and tore open the imugi's neck.


The Leader narrowed his eyes, seemingly a little surprised. He had not expected to lose in a contest of pure World Force.


[From this point on, I will give it my all.]


The Leader's entire body seemed to be covered in a circular ash-gray veil. Then an immense concentration of World Force, unlike anything Jaehwan had seen before, formed.


As if pulled by powerful gravity, the surrounding air was being drawn toward the Leader. The ash-gray veil covering his body disappeared.


The moment an ominous alarm rang in his mind, Jaehwan instinctively raised Dokbul with both hands.


Local Sanctuary Manifestation.


Something flew toward Jaehwan. Before he could even identify what it was, a powerful impact struck him and sent him flying. Even though Dokbul was covered in the Sanctuary's power, he could not withstand the recoil.


Jaehwan slid for over a hundred meters before barely twisting his body and stopping himself. He had deflected the impact with Dokbul, yet a deep wound remained on his chest.


「Raven Armor」


It was the Setting he had received from Ethan on the Metaverse's Sixth Floor.


Had the armor not protected his chest at that critical moment, he would have suffered badly in that clash.


[I meant to kill you. Impressive.]


The Leader emerged from the gray dust, his entire body clad in an ash-gray metal suit.


Jaehwan immediately recognized what the suit was.


A Skin.


Like every other god, the Leader had brought out his own Skin.


Yet it felt different from the Skins of other gods.


Even the Skins known as Legendary Skins in some circles did not possess such a strange aura.


What could that Skin possibly be modeled after?


“That is the first of the Leader's Three Divine Artifacts.”


Andersen's voice rang out. She must have regained consciousness at some point.


“The Part, ‘Metallic Ash.’ Every Skin in the Alliance was a prototype made to strengthen that Part of his.”


‘What was it modeled after?’


“Probably one of the Three Ancient Gods.”


One of the Three Ancient Gods.


Catastrophe did not have that appearance, so the god with that appearance had to be another one.


Jaehwan suddenly recalled Deus's Apostles, who had guarded the 「Strange Factory」 in 《Chaos》.


Could that metal Skin be imitating the Setting of Deus, the god of machinery?


When Jaehwan remained still for a long time, the Leader asked,


[Will you surrender?]


Jaehwan lightly loosened his creaking shoulder. It had been only one clash, but that had been enough to make him feel the overwhelming difference between them.


The previous collision had also damaged 「Raven Armor」.


If he took the same blow once more, the battle would completely turn in the Leader's favor.


“No.”


As though he had expected that answer, the Leader lowered his stance again.


The moment the Leader's heel moved slightly, Jaehwan gave a signal.


‘Andersen.’


“Got it.”


A thunderous roar rang out amid thick dust.


The Leader shot forward like a missile, flying at Jaehwan with enough force to crush his body.


Then, moments later, the Leader realized that something within the dust was gripping his gauntlet hard enough to crush it.


Dazzling golden light flowed from within the dust.


A song could be heard from somewhere.


Long, long ago,

There lived a Naked God.


With an intense explosion of World Force came the sound of something cracking.


The Leader hurriedly pulled back his fist. Cracks had appeared in his Metallic Suit, which should have been unbreakable by anything.


Andersen's voice came from within the dust.


“Yours is just a motif, but mine inherited the power of a real Ancient God.”


The Leader murmured as if amused.


[I see. So you taught him that 「Setting」.]


A Setting that displayed invincible power against opponents wearing ‘Clothes.’


Andersen's 「Naked」 manifested a brilliant golden radiance over Jaehwan's entire body.


A battle between a god wearing the most perfect ‘Skin’ in the world, and a god who had become the most perfect ‘naked body’ in the world.


“Let us play again, Leader, just like five hundred years ago.”


With an explosive roar, the second round began.
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“Waaaaah! We made it!”


Runald was the first of the Allies to reach the Ninth Floor.


His Skin had been torn to shreds all over his body. The moment he opened the Ninth Floor’s Door and stepped through, he collapsed from exhaustion. Manri Shintong came through next.


“Impressive. How did you get here so quickly?”


“If you Stab at the stairs, you can fly forward really fast.”


Runald added with a grin,


“During the last stretch, I thought I was going to suffocate to death just from walking. What was that place?”


“It was likely an area with an unusually high density of space-time. There are occasionally places like that in the 《Abyss》.”


Rene and Martis crossed through the Door next.


Most of them had only minor injuries. Considering who they had been fighting, that was nothing short of a miracle. Rene smiled.


“Looks like coming all this way was not for nothing.”


“We finally landed a real blow on those Lord bastards.”


The ‘Naked Group’ that followed Jaehwan, as well as the ‘Black Shop’ led by Manri Shintong, had played their parts. Above all, the support from the 「Rupture」 had been crucial.


Had the 「Rupture」 not helped, the Allies would all have fallen to Shiyu on the Eighth Floor.


Manri Shintong checked on everyone’s condition and asked,


“What about Rayray?”


“They are fighting right in front of the Door. They will hold out until the rest of the Allies arrive.”


“Uncle Rayray...”


Runald, who had grown close to Rayray in the meantime, looked worried. Manri Shintong asked again,


“What happened to Pilgrim and Gale?”


“Unfortunately, both of them were eliminated.”


The mood among the Allies instantly turned somber.


Pilgrim was Drake’s Vicegerent, but Gale was a mid-grade god who had fought harder than anyone despite having no personal stake in this.


They likely had not been hit by a special technique like 「Soul Erasure」, so they would not be dead. Still, losing a Vicegerent or Doll alone would be a serious blow to a mid-grade god.


“I should buy them a drink when we meet again.”


As Manri Shintong murmured, two more people entered the Ninth Floor.


Jin Eunsae and Karlton.


Manri Shintong asked once more,


“Are you two the last ones?”


Jin Eunsae nodded.


“What about that Third Division Commander?”


“They are still fighting in front of the Door.”


It was easy enough to understand the situation.


Among the pursuers was Shiyu, the God of Aging and one of the Seven Heavens. Among Jaehwan’s Allies, only the Third Division Commander, Imai, could face Shiyu.


Imai had chosen to remain on the Eighth Floor with Rayray to buy time.


[All eight successful applicants for ‘Climbing the Branches’ have been selected!]


[Successful applicants for ‘Climbing the Branches’ will receive ‘Ninth Floor admission tickets’!]


[All successful applicants have entered the Ninth Floor.]


The Ninth Floor had a capacity of nine.


Jaehwan, the Leader, and Andersen had already entered the Ninth Floor, leaving room for six more people.


Runald, Rene, Martis, Manri Shintong, Karlton, and Jin Eunsae had filled those six places. The Ninth Floor was now full.


[〈Metaverse〉’s Ninth Floor has reached its maximum capacity.]


Martis looked deeply moved.


“I spent my entire life trapped on the Sixth Floor. I never imagined I would live to see the view from the Ninth Floor.”


“I feel the same. I thought I was destined to spend my whole life making dumplings on the Eighth Floor.”


“I am much the same. I thought my fate was to serve as a checkpoint chief, yet I have come all the way here...”


At that, all the Allies turned to Karlton at once.


“By the way, who are you?”


“Ah, I am the Fortress Lord’s...”


A flash of light accompanied by a deafening explosion erupted in the distance.


The Allies looked at one another, then ran toward the light without even exchanging a word.


Before long, they found Jaehwan and the Leader.


“Fortress Lo...”


Karlton, who had been about to call out to Jaehwan, urgently shut his mouth. He was afraid that his voice might disrupt the duel.


The naked Jaehwan was locked in an all-out battle against the Skin-clad Leader. Every time Dokbul moved, the air sounded as though it were tearing apart. Whenever the Leader swung his fist, a massive crater formed.


It was a battle between two gods who had reached the level of the Seven Stars, perhaps even beyond it.


Manri Shintong murmured with a sigh,


“A duel one will not easily witness again.”


They all knew they should help Jaehwan. Yet no one could.


Part of them wanted to watch the battle without interfering, but even if they tried to join in, they would likely only get in the way.


The two gods fighting there must have been seeing an entirely different battlefield through their eyes.


Rene quietly sent up a drone.


No matter who won, this battle would be recorded in the history of the 《Abyss》.


The moment Rene started the broadcast through the drone, numerous gods entered the channel.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is engrossed in the thrilling battle.]


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ watches a battle between dragons.]


[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ is conflicted over whom to bet on.]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ feels truly alive.]


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ cheers for Jaehwan.]


······


[Multiple gods are watching the battle.]


The outcome was not decided easily.


Whenever Jaehwan advanced, the Leader retreated. Whenever the Leader advanced, Jaehwan withdrew. It was an evenly matched exchange.


Runald, who had been anxiously stomping his feet, asked,


“What should we do now?”


“Um, did anyone receive a Task?”


At Rene’s question, the Allies blinked as though they had suddenly come to their senses.


They had become residents of the Ninth Floor too, but they had completely forgotten that while watching the duel.


“Not yet.”


“Maybe the Task notice is a little late.”


Normally, a floor’s Task was issued the moment one entered it.


Why had the Ninth Floor’s Task not appeared?


Runald’s excited shout cut through their thoughts.


“Wait, I think Jaehwan-nim is going to win!”


The course of the fierce exchange was gradually turning in Jaehwan’s favor.


They were still landing and taking a similar number of blows, but the Leader was clearly suffering more damage from each hit than Jaehwan. Jaehwan’s naked body was unharmed, while the Leader’s Skin was becoming rags.


Manri Shintong spoke.


“It is too early to be optimistic. There is a saying in the 〈Metaverse〉. ‘No one can defeat the Leader one-on-one.’”


“Does that mean the Leader is that strong?”


“It does not only mean that.”


“Then...”


In the distance, the Leader’s World Force began to form a new current.


Manri Shintong lightly stroked his beard.


“You will see soon.”


* * *


After thirty minutes of fierce battle, the Leader’s Metallic Skin began to crumble with a dry rustling sound.


It was the effect of Jaehwan’s active 「Naked」 Setting.


A Setting that displayed nearly invincible power against enemies wearing ‘clothes.’


Andersen had been able to contend with the Leader five hundred years ago because she possessed this Setting as well.


The Leader looked down at his ruined Skin and muttered,


[It has been a long time since my Skin was damaged.]


With a faint bitter smile, the Leader did not hesitate to strip off and throw away his Skin. His muscular body, covered in black tattoos, was revealed in full.


At the same time, the golden light around Jaehwan’s body gradually faded.


The condition for the 「Naked」 Setting was that the enemy had to be wearing clothes. It had almost no effect on an opponent who was naked as well.


Andersen spoke tensely.


―Be careful. He is going to use the second of his ‘Three Divine Artifacts.’


The Leader’s gauntlet had somehow transformed into a long sword.


Lowering his stance slowly, the Leader gripped the sword with both hands and stared at Jaehwan. The ominous ash-gray aura wrapped around the blade gradually thickened, and the Leader’s eyes turned ash-gray as well.


Jaehwan wondered what technique he was preparing. Then another light flashed from the Leader’s sword.


「Soul Erasure」.


It had been a long time since Jaehwan had seen someone else use that technique.


As expected, the fact that the Leader could use it meant he was no ordinary god.


That was when the Leader’s figure vanished. Though he was not wearing a special Skin, his movements became unnaturally fast in an instant.


Smoke rose with a thunderous roar.


Jaehwan barely parried the flying sword and realized what technique the Leader had used.


Just as Jaehwan could accelerate through 「Earth Stab」, the Leader had exploded ash powder from beneath his feet to gain a sudden burst of speed.


Kwang!


An explosion erupted before his eyes, wiping out his vision for a moment.


By the time he recovered, the sharp sword had already grazed his chest.


The Leader’s grip was ragged from the explosion.


Jaehwan had not expected him to do something as insane as coating the blade in ash powder and detonating it.


What?


It was not a bad attack, but it was far too crude and inefficient for a god like the Leader.


Even if Jaehwan touched a blade wrapped in 「Soul Erasure」, he had nothing to lose.


He was an Awakened One, both a god and his own Vicegerent.


His link with his physical body had already been severed, so there was no reason for him to fear Soul Erasure...


Wait. Could it be?


It felt as though something inside him had been cut away.


At almost the same moment, Andersen let out a horrific scream and was thrown out of his Unique World.


―Aaaaaaah!


As if fleeing from a disaster, Andersen changed into a crow and flew into the sky.


―No! Jaehwan!


The fact that 「Soul Erasure」 had been used now meant there was a reason Andersen could not stay with him.


Law-type Setting, 「Ash Pentagon」


As the Leader’s Setting activated, a hexagonal ring formed around Jaehwan and the Leader. At the same time, a small hourglass appeared in the air.


[Until all the sand in the ‘Hourglass’ has run out, no one can escape the ‘Pentagon’ or receive assistance from outside.]


[The caster of ‘Ash Pentagon’ must kill the target within the time limit.]


[If the caster fails to kill the target, the caster will suffer a fatal blow.]


It was a technique that effectively isolated their battle from the outside. The Setting resembled the Sanctuary 12 o’clock had used not long ago.


The Leader’s sword began to emit a strange aura.


[This is the sword that made others call me the ‘God of Ashes.’]


He was relaxed enough to reveal the name of his sword. Jaehwan could not tell whether it came from confidence that he would not lose or madness that wanted to savor every phase of the duel.


[The Leader has revealed the name of his ‘sword.’]


[The effect of the Part ‘Ash Sword’ has activated.]


[The ‘Ash Sword’ displays a special ability in ‘one-on-one duels.’]


Only then did Jaehwan understand why the Leader had blocked outside assistance.


That sword was a Part specially designed to be used only in a one-on-one situation.


Watching the long sword emit its ominous aura, Jaehwan felt a strange sense of familiarity.


“Was that Part made with an Ancient God as its motif too?”


[Can you recognize it?]


The Leader’s battle stance reminded Jaehwan of a familiar being he had seen before.


The strongest being Jaehwan had ever encountered.


The ruler of the Deadmans and the Sole King of 《Chaos》, Catastrophe.


Andersen’s voice called out from beyond the ring.


―Do not let that sword cut you! You will be infected by the Leader’s World Force and turn to ash!


‘I know.’


That Part was surely an imitation of Catastrophe’s 「Void Sword」.


Perhaps because he had already seen the first Part, Jaehwan quickly grasped the essence of the 「Ash Sword」.


“It is a sword with troublesome conditions of use.”


Like Andersen’s 「Naked」 Setting, Settings and Parts with powerful abilities often had equally difficult conditions.


For example, the Leader’s 「Ash Sword」 was a Part bound by the limiting law of ‘one-on-one only.’


Simply put, the 「Ash Sword」 lost all effectiveness against two or more enemies.


[That is right. That is why this ‘ring’ is necessary.]


A Part that displayed terrifying power only one-on-one, combined with a Setting that allowed only one-on-one combat.


That was what gave the Leader his invincible power in one-on-one duels.


―Jaehwan, get out of the ring somehow. We need to follow the first plan. Otherwise, you cannot win!


Andersen had a rough understanding of the Leader’s Three Divine Artifacts.


The first plan was to join the Companions and fight whenever the Leader used a one-on-one strategy.


‘The plan is cancelled.’


―What?


‘Leave this one to me.’


The Ash Sword and Dokbul collided, releasing terrifying World Force.


Yet Jaehwan looked unfazed even before the threatening blade.


“I was expecting more from the Three Divine Artifacts. Frankly, I am disappointed.”


[What do you mean?]


“I mean every one of them feels like a Setting I have seen somewhere before.”


Perhaps Jaehwan’s taunt worked. The Leader’s sword trembled slightly.


Jaehwan did not miss the opening. Dokbul aimed for the Leader’s abdomen.


It was an unavoidable Stab meant to throw him off rhythm.


Yet the Leader made an unexpected choice. With a wet sound, he allowed the sword to pierce his stomach, then swung his own sword directly at Jaehwan.


Normally, the point was to take a cut of flesh in exchange for breaking bone. The Leader’s method of fighting this time was different. In exchange for allowing Jaehwan to strike his abdomen, the Leader made only a shallow cut across Jaehwan’s forearm.


Andersen shouted in alarm.


―Jaehwan!


Any being cut by the 「Ash Sword」 would turn to ash.


The Leader, already certain of victory, smiled faintly.


Yet Jaehwan launched his next attack as though nothing had happened. As Jaehwan’s continuing attacks battered him, the Leader frowned in confusion.


After several exchanges of clashing blades and landing blows on each other, the Leader came to his senses.


Deep wounds covered his body.


[What did you do?]


“What?”


[I clearly cut you.]


Jaehwan gave his wound an indifferent glance.


“I did get cut a little.”


[Why are you not turning to ash?]


“That is...”


Jaehwan thought for a moment before answering.


“Because I am tough.”


The Leader looked visibly flustered.


Every god cut by his sword until now had turned to ash.


Those who caught on quickly had sometimes survived by cutting away the wounded flesh before the Setting activated, or by cutting off part of their soul. Yet Jaehwan had taken no measures at all.


Still, he was completely fine.


[What...]


There was, of course, a reason.


For some reason, the moment Jaehwan saw the Leader’s Setting, he knew.


The Leader’s second Divine Artifact would not work on him.
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Jaehwan himself did not know exactly why the 「Ash Sword」 had no effect on him.


‘Is it because I have the right to use the Void Sword?’


He had not used it once since escaping 《Chaos》, but through his link with Catastrophe, Jaehwan could borrow the 「Void Sword」.

Still, possessing the first Part did not guarantee that an inferior Part could not harm him.


In any case, after another ten minutes passed, the Leader’s body had become a tattered mess. He looked as though he were praying for Jaehwan to turn into ash already.


By then, less than half the sand remained in the hourglass.


[How?]


The Leader leaped far back. Perhaps he had lost the will to attack, because he only stared at Jaehwan with his longsword hanging at his side. He had accepted that the second of his Three Divine Artifacts did not work against Jaehwan.


Jaehwan asked, “Are you giving up?”


The Leader shook his head with an expression of disbelief.


[Are you... a being who has taken off their ‘Clothes’? Is that why this Setting does not affect you?]


“Clothes?”


Jaehwan looked down at his naked body as he answered.


“I do take them off fairly often.”


The Leader muttered as though he had not heard Jaehwan’s joke.


[Have you ever met an Ancient God?]


“I have seen the Sole King.”


[The Sole King?]


As if a complicated thought had crossed his mind, the Leader’s eyes clouded for a moment before returning to normal.


[Did he help you take off your clothes?]


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan answered, “We are not that close.”


The Leader looked even more confused by Jaehwan’s answer.


[Catastrophe is not an Ancient God who handles ‘clothes.’ Do not tell me... you do not know what ‘clothes’ are?]


Listening closely, Jaehwan realized the ‘clothes’ the Leader spoke of seemed to be a somewhat different concept from the clothes Jaehwan knew.


[I cannot believe it. How could someone who does not even know what ‘clothes’ are take them off?]


After finishing his thoughts, the Leader glared at Jaehwan with eyes full of disbelief.


[You took off your clothes yourself without even knowing what clothes are. I cannot believe it. Your talent is frightening.]


“I do not know what you are talking about.”


Jaehwan loosened his wrist as he spoke.


“But since coming to the Abyss, I have heard people talk about talent far too often. It was something I barely heard before.”


Jaehwan had rarely been told that he was talented. It had been the same on Earth and in the Tower of Nightmares.


Instead, he had met many who criticized his stubbornness or foolishness. They asked whether he was still doing Stabs, saying he would never improve if he only practiced such a simple technique.


Everyone who had said those things had either returned to the past or died.


Jaehwan did not think of himself as someone with exceptional talent, either.


He was simply someone who quietly did one thing.

Someone who thought of ways to do that one thing better.

Someone who put those ideas into practice.


He had simply lived as that kind of person for a very long time.


“Let us settle this.”


* * *


“This fight is lasting longer than I expected.”


The duel had already continued for over half a day.


During that time, Jaehwan’s Companions practiced the Stab he had taught them, considered what the Ninth Floor’s Task might be, and thought of ways to enter the Pentagon.


“It feels like the sand is barely going down. Is that just me?”


The sand in the hourglass had seemed to be falling quickly, but at some point, it began to slow.


What was even stranger was the course of the fight.


“It definitely looked like Jaehwan-nim had the advantage...”


Martis muttered.


Oddly enough, the Leader’s responses had noticeably improved as the battle went on. Perhaps he had learned Jaehwan’s combat patterns.


The Leader clearly looked much more injured.


“Why has the Leader not used all three Three Divine Artifacts?”


That was the most worrying part.


The Leader was known to possess three Three Divine Artifacts in total. Yet so far, he had only used 「Metallic Ash」 and the 「Ash Sword」.


The battle was already this evenly matched. If the Leader used his third divine artifact, the situation could change in an instant.


Rene, who had been sitting with her face buried in her knees, slowly raised her head.


“The Leader is already using all three Three Divine Artifacts.”


Martis turned to Rene in surprise.


“What? Since when?”


Rene’s expression was extremely complicated as she answered.


“I do not know either.”


* * *


Jaehwan swung his sword again and again.


Both of them were fighting with everything they had. It was a battle to devour each other’s long histories. As the two gods experienced and absorbed the techniques the other had learned, they had begun to glimpse their next realm.


It was only possible because they were fighting with their lives on the line.


Jaehwan suddenly stopped his assault and leaped far back.


[What is wrong? We were just starting to have fun.]


“Since when?”


[What do you-]


Jaehwan used 「Earth Stab」. His sword instantly closed the gap, accelerating as World Force exploded from it.


This time, Jaehwan had applied the double acceleration the Leader had used.


「World Stab」.


Silver light burst from the Leader’s abdomen.


Had the Leader been unharmed, he could have blocked or dodged it. But not in his current state. It was a fatal wound, enough to say the battle had completely tipped in Jaehwan’s favor.


Then Jaehwan’s eyes widened.


With a creaking sensation that squeezed his soul, it felt as though the pressure inside his eyes was rising. His vision warped for a moment, and the Leader was once again standing far away.


The wound in his abdomen had vanished.


[What is wrong? We were just starting to have fun.]


Instead of answering, Jaehwan quietly stared at the Leader before checking the hourglass’s sand.


Sparks occasionally leaped from the 「Ash Sword」.


Jaehwan released a fierce killing intent and asked, “I will ask one last time. Since when?”


Realizing he could no longer hide it, the Leader gave a bitter smile.


[Since I learned that the Ash Sword does not work on you.]


“How many times did you turn back time?”


[About 1,800 times.]


“You are insane.”


Jaehwan had known something was strange.


A battle that never ended, no matter how long they fought.

The Leader’s responses improved as time passed, and sometimes he defended himself in ways that felt familiar.


As though he could read exactly where and how Jaehwan would attack.


It truly was a perfect combination.


「Metallic Ash」, armor specialized in defense and enhancing physical ability.

The 「Ash Sword」, which turned enemies to ash with a single graze, and the 「Ash Hourglass」, which restrained an enemy’s movements.

On top of that, 「Time Rewind」, which reset the hourglass by turning back time without limit and learned the enemy’s attack patterns.


What god could win such an unfair fight?


[Strange. I thought I had turned back time without giving you even a moment to notice. How did you know?]


“The sand in the hourglass.”


[That alone could not have told you. This Time Rewind should have rolled back even your consciousness. It should be impossible for you to notice the regression.]


“Then I do not know either. Maybe...”


Jaehwan could not explain it well.


But he had noticed 「Time Rewind」.


More precisely, his soul had sensed the distortion of space and time in the surrounding area.


“Maybe it is because I hate time regression so much.”


The Leader seemed slightly interested in Jaehwan’s words.


[Interesting. You hate regression?]


“There are reasons. Was that Setting made with an Ancient God as its motif too?”


[This is a little different. If I had to say, it is a Setting created by one of the Seven Divine Thrones, who was influenced by an Ancient God.]


Jaehwan had already guessed whose Setting it was.


A being above the Leader.


「Time Rewind」 had to be the Setting of Chronos, one of the Seven Divine Thrones.


“How far back can you turn time?”


[Telling you that would ruin the fun, would it not?]


“From what I can see, a few minutes seems to be your limit. There also seems to be a limit on what you can turn back.”


The Leader did not answer. He looked as though he were considering whether he could say that much.


“A power like that cannot be without restrictions. It does not seem like you manipulate abstract time. It looks more like you forcibly restore the arrangement of particles within a certain zone.”


[Correct. At this point, there does not seem to be much reason to hide it.]


Jaehwan took a light breath.


There was a reason he had deliberately prolonged the conversation. He needed time to recover his World Force. The Leader seemed to know that as well, yet chose to let it pass.


“Do you want to return to the past?”


The unexpected question made the Leader’s expression stiffen strangely.


Jaehwan looked at the capsules beyond the Pentagon ring. They contained the Leader’s old Companions.


“Is that the only way to get them back?”


[Perhaps.]


Jaehwan did not like regression. Still, he understood well the hearts of those who wanted to return to the past.


“How many years would you have to turn back to save them?”


[Seven hundred years.]


The distant span of time made Jaehwan feel a little sick.


From what Jaehwan had confirmed, 「Time Rewind」 turned back time by reconstructing particles. Yet over the past seven hundred years, those souls would have already shattered into particles and scattered throughout the 《Abyss》.


They were not in a state where time could be normally turned back.


As though he understood Jaehwan’s question, the Leader answered.


[It would be possible if the entire world were turned back.]


“You are insane.”


[Is there any god who reaches this far without being insane?]


The Leader smiled as though he found that amusing.


“Can the Driver cause a miracle on that scale?”


[Even the Driver cannot do something like that. But perhaps the end of this world, or the ‘First Nightmare,’ can.]


The First Nightmare.


At the very least, it seemed certain that the ‘Driver’ knew a clue about the end of this world.


Jaehwan slowly adjusted his grip on Dokbul.


“You will not get what you want.”


[I know.]


The world creaked, and the space and time around them rippled ominously once more.


[But there are things you must do even when you know.]


As though he had waited long enough, the Leader’s World Force began to overflow.


「Time Rewind」


Time in the area around Jaehwan and the Leader was turning back. The time Jaehwan had bought through conversation was about to become meaningless.


When Jaehwan took the stance for a Stab, the Leader shook his head.


A Stab would not be enough.


Jaehwan knew that too.


If he stabbed faster than light, fast enough to destroy even the concept of time, it might be possible.


But Jaehwan had not yet reached that realm.


There was something else he could do.


The instant 「Time Rewind」 tried to turn back time, Jaehwan stabbed toward the floor.


If he could not stab through time, then he had to seize this space instead.


With a cracking sound, Dokbul pierced the floor. At that moment, Jaehwan’s World Force spread throughout the entire Ninth Floor like paint poured onto water.


The life he had lived making countless Stabs, his time, his history, filled the Ninth Floor.


Before that overwhelming flood of World Force, the Setting of 「Time Rewind」 began to stutter.


The force trying to turn back and the force trying to move forward collided.


Jaehwan stood at the center of those forces.


「Complete Sanctuary Manifestation」.


He had manifested a Sanctuary before, but never on this scale.


Enduring pain as though his heart would burst, Jaehwan covered the entire Ninth Floor with his Sanctuary.


A massive 《Tower of Nightmares》 rose behind him.


A scene could be seen beneath the tower. A world littered with black corpses. In the sky was one enormous eye watching over every world. Crows flew around the eye, releasing dreadful cries.


「The World After the Fall」.


In that world with neither gods nor Lords, only Jaehwan stood whole.


Then, somewhere, came the sound of a broken spring clock stopping.


The Leader looked at Jaehwan with eyes full of disbelief.


「Time Rewind」 had stopped working.


Time that would not turn back, no matter how many times it was wound.


At the center of that time, Jaehwan spoke.


“「Time Rewind」 is ultimately a Setting that tries to return to ‘Yesterday.’”


The way Jaehwan destroyed time was very simple.


“But there is no ‘Yesterday’ in my Unique World.”


He turned the entire Ninth Floor into his ‘Sanctuary’.
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The enormous eye at the center of the sky looked down at the Leader.


Fighting the faint fear welling up from the depths of his heart, the Leader held that eye’s gaze for a long time.


He knew what that ‘eye’ meant.


He had already used an Awakening ability to examine Jaehwan’s Unique World. He had known there was an eye like that hanging in its sky.


Yet Jaehwan’s Unique World, manifested through Sanctuary Manifestation, felt completely different from the glimpse he had caught before.


Had he ever seen a Sanctuary this vivid?


The stench of rot and blood flowing beneath his feet clouded the Leader’s mind. His breathing suddenly sounded loud. His heart pounded, and the hairs on his skin stood on end. The sensation of this world brushing against every hair on his body made him shudder.


This world had fallen.


The loneliness of that solitary truth made the Leader stagger.


He felt a horrifying thrill at being able to sense that destruction. At the same time, he despaired at the thought that most gods besides him would never be able to share this sensation.


It was a sensation only those who had crossed a certain threshold and gained a special kind of sensitivity could experience.


This was not simply a Unique World. This world was a reality that existed before his eyes.


Yet because no one wanted to see it, it was a truth known only to a few.


[There really was another one. Someone besides the Commander.]


The Leader began to laugh like a madman. He wore the expression of someone who had found the answer to an important question in an unwanted way at some point in a long life.


Jaehwan asked, “Have you seen a similar Worldview before?”


[Not nearly this similar. The only thing they have in common is that there is something floating in the sky. Still...]


Jaehwan had never seen so many emotions stained together: deep agitation, rage, despair, and sorrow.


[It hurts a little.]


Then the Leader’s sword moved.


It was a strike that allowed neither questions nor answers. At the same time, that sword strike was both the Leader’s question and his answer.


Jaehwan met it, swinging Dokbul to block the attack.


Something had been triggered in the Leader. Ever since seeing the eye in the sky, he had slowly been losing his reason. A storm of emotion raged across the excited Leader’s vision. It almost seemed as if Jaehwan could see the Leader’s feelings.


The Leader had always been cold and rational. The mental barrier he had maintained was now on the verge of collapse.


「“Stop, Commander.”」


It was an extremely faint crack.


Jaehwan did not miss the words leaking out through it. Every time their swords clashed, his 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 read the Leader’s world.


He read the hopes and despair, dreams and reality of the Leader, who had once been human and lived as an Awakened One like him.


「“Not everyone can see the same world you do.”」


Someone was speaking within the Leader’s memories.


「“Then I need to make everyone see it. I have the power to do that.”」

「“That is violence. Not everyone has to see it to be happy.”」

「“But this is the truth of the world. I cannot let them turn away from the truth and live like livestock.”」


A gray-haired man was speaking.


「“The same goes for you, Siwoon.”」


The next moment, the world was dyed red.


Within that blood-red memory, Jaehwan briefly met the gray-haired man’s eyes.


Then Jaehwan understood.


The opponent the Leader was fighting was not Jaehwan. Through Jaehwan, the Leader was facing another being.


Someone who used a Worldview similar to Jaehwan’s.


A man who had glimpsed this world’s secret, just as Jaehwan had.


“You did not live to bring your Companions back.”


The Leader fired fragments of 「Metallic Ash」 and swung the 「Ash Sword」 to kill that man.


He created the Three Divine Artifacts and rose to the first seat among the Seven Stars to kill that man.


He became Chronos’s subordinate and the Leader of the Alliance to kill that man.


“You lived to take revenge on the one who killed your Companions.”


But as life often went, the Leader had failed to get his revenge.


Jaehwan could not tell whether he had failed, or whether he had never tried because he knew he would fail.


Years passed as he hesitated.


Then, at some point in his life, the Leader unexpectedly met Jaehwan.


With a roar like a scream, the Leader charged. He looked desperate, like someone pouring out every bit of rage he possessed.


The Leader was strong even without using 「Time Rewind」.


But this was Jaehwan’s Sanctuary. It was a world ruled by the god of 「The World After the Fall」, where neither yesterday nor tomorrow existed.


The Leader, thrown away by Jaehwan’s Stab, staggered back to his feet.


Rumble.


Gray energy condensed over the Leader’s sword.


「Time Rewind」 was no longer possible. This was clearly the Leader’s final strike.


The 「Ash Sword」 began to grow. One meter, two meters, three meters, four meters...


In an instant, the enlarged sword flew at Jaehwan as if it would cut down the entire area along with him.


Jaehwan did not retreat.


「Path of the Wave」


When the Stab carrying the Sanctuary’s power split the ash blade, World Force scattered through the air like snow.


Jaehwan and the Leader stood amid the gray landscape.


[I wanted to deny the truth for a long time. That was why I ran the Metaverse.]


His voice was cracking like splitting ash.


[I believed that even a world without truth could be true.]


Jaehwan understood what the Leader meant. But he also understood that Jaehwan’s understanding could not bring the Leader any comfort.


“Will you not manifest your Sanctuary?”


Dokbul pointed at the Leader’s throat.


[I do not have a Sanctuary.]


The Leader knelt on one knee and smiled.


[I lost it long ago.]


Deep regret filled his voice.


If the Leader could have manifested a Sanctuary, this battle might have gone differently. Even so, he did not seem to resent that fact at all.


[Seeing your world is still some small comfort.]


“Comfort?”


[If there are two truths about the world, one of them must be false. One day, you will face another truth. I hope the truth you see truly is the ‘truth.’]


The Leader looked relieved. He no longer had any need or reason to turn back time.


Jaehwan looked at the hourglass. Before long, all its sand would fall. Once the sand ran out, the Setting’s backlash might cost the Leader his life.


“I will release the Sanctuary.”


[What?]


“Turn back time. Then you can live even after all the sand falls.”


Jaehwan did not know why he was saying it. He only wanted to.


The drained Leader spoke. It was his real voice, carrying no World Force.


“Why...?”


“I once killed an enemy like you, then regretted it.”


Jaehwan thought of Samyeong Garam as he looked at the Leader. The General who had made him realize 「Hypothesis」 and open Creation.


Of course, the Leader was different from him. Still, Jaehwan had learned something from this man too. Because the Leader had given him three days, Jaehwan had been able to defeat him and reach a new realm of Sanctuary.


The Leader did not need to understand those feelings.


Jaehwan was trying to save him now because of nothing more than a passing whim and his own arbitrary judgment.


The Leader looked stunned and empty.


“There is no time. I will release the Sanctuary, so survive somehow.”


The Leader shook his head.


“It is pointless. I do not have enough World Force left to turn back time. And if you want to go to the next floor, you...”


That was when an ominous spark appeared.


A faint sound like distant thunder seemed to come from somewhere, followed by a wave of foreboding.


The Leader’s twitching eyes rolled white.


“Kill me! Quickly, now!”


“Jaehwan!”


Along with Andersen’s urgent voice, Jaehwan’s Dokbul moved.


The Leader’s throat was less than a handspan away. It was close enough to kill him at once.


Then why?


Why did that distance feel so far away?


Time slowed endlessly, and a strange sensation pressed down on his entire body. His chest felt tight, as if enormous darkness had swallowed him whole.


「The World After the Fall」 was breaking apart.


The Leader’s entire body was dyed in brilliant light. The hourglass’s sand rose upward again, and the Leader’s wounds were healing.


Jaehwan could not understand what was happening.


The Leader had said he had no World Force left.


Then whose power was this?


Jaehwan’s arm holding Dokbul shook violently.


The force turning time back and the force trying to move forward were fighting each other.


The Leader slowly rose, then pushed Jaehwan’s sword away with one finger.


Jaehwan spoke. Or at least, he thought he had.


Who are you?


The Leader smiled.


It was not the Leader’s expression.


A being powerful enough to shatter even Metaverse's restraints.


That being was manifesting before Jaehwan through its link with the Leader.


“My god.”


Along with Andersen’s final voice, Jaehwan lost his hearing.


The Leader’s eyes shone pure white. The being manifested beyond those eyes was looking at Jaehwan.


Instinctively, Jaehwan understood.


This was the god who had given the Leader 「Time Rewind」.


A chill ran down his neck.


For the first time since coming to the 《Abyss》, he had this thought.


The enemy before him was someone he could not face in his current state.


Crackle.


With a small spark, the Leader frowned. His own will was likely fighting back.


After a moment, a voice flowed from the Leader’s mouth.


[Eoduksi. Do you intend to break your promise with me?]


An overwhelming current of energy burst through the air.


[Kill him. Protect the Metaverse.]


The Leader’s body began to move against his will.


The overwhelming presence of someone who could freely control the first seat among the Seven Stars and paralyze the time of an entire area.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ rages at the intervention of the Seven Divine Thrones!]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ glares at the God of Time.]


World Force on a scale that even Jaehwan could not endure came crashing down. Enormous time crushed them as if it would dissolve everything on the Ninth Floor.


Jaehwan looked at the Companions who had come up to the Ninth Floor. Karlton was crouched down, clutching his head. Runald and Rene were vomiting silver.


Jaehwan desperately extended his shrinking Sanctuary toward the Allies.


He needed to tell them to escape.


But no voice came out.


Then, the next moment, Jaehwan felt as if something had connected inside his mind.


With a thunderous roar, everything stopped.


The world fell silent. Messages rang through his mind.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ is shocked!]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ is shocked!]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ is shocked!]

[The God of Aging ‘Shiyu’ is shocked!]

······

[All gods on the channel cannot hide their shock!]


As he listened to the endless stream of messages, Jaehwan realized he was not dead. The pressure of time crushing everything around him had disappeared.


Since when had it been there?


In his left hand, Jaehwan held a strange sword instead of Dokbul.


He thought he understood what had happened.


Why had he forgotten that ‘being’ was a god too?


That it might have been watching this battle.


A few steps away, the Leader stared in this direction with eyes that looked ready to split apart. The 「Ash Sword」 in his hand looked as precarious as a lamp before the wind.


Jaehwan looked down at his left hand.


The 「Void Sword」 was there.


Whenever the blade’s reflection on the floor rippled, the world trembled as if shuddering.


The true owner of 「Void Sword」, one of the ancient Three Divine Artifacts.


Perhaps the only being in this 《Tree of Illusion》 that could oppose the Seven Divine Thrones.


He spoke through Jaehwan’s mouth.


[Get lost, Chronos.]
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“I thought the 《Abyss》 was about to be destroyed then.”


From an interview with Martis, God of the Grasslands and Alliance Leader of ‘Today’.


* * *


At that moment, everyone on the Ninth Floor felt the hairs on the backs of their necks stand up.


Rene, Runald, Martis, Manri Shintong. It was not just them. The gods of the 〈Metaverse〉 watching the same scene through the broadcast, even the gods watching from outside 〈Metaverse〉. Every god watching Rene’s stream felt the same thing.


It was an ancient fear.


Before the Twelve Great Lords and Seven Divine Thrones appeared and became the strongest beings of the 《Tree of Illusion》, Ancient Gods ruled this 《Tree of Illusion》.


Among those Ancient Gods, there were three said to be the strongest.


[How?]


The Three Ancient Gods.


One of the three kings who had ruled the 《Abyss》 long ago.


The world called that ruler calamity, the Sole King Catastrophe.


[Catastrophe. How dare you crawl your way up here! Do you know where you are?]


Chronos shouted, pretending to remain calm.


As if to insist that the age of Ancient Gods had ended, Chronos borrowed the Leader’s body and began raising his World Force.


The Seven Divine Thrones truly were the Seven Divine Thrones.


One of the seven strongest gods in the current 《Abyss》 was speaking.


[Your era has now...]


[Chronos.]


At the one word that flowed from Jaehwan’s lips, every sound in the area vanished.


Chronos’s lips moved as though startled. The world flickered like a broken light bulb. The flickering grew faster and faster, until grotesque beings emerged from the darkness.


Deadmans.


As sound returned, the horrifying roars of the Deadmans filled the Ninth Floor.


A wave of Deadmans filled the world. Catastrophe stood at its center. Gods and Vicegerents howled as they vomited silver onto the ground, and silver soon began trickling from the Leader’s nose as well.


A violent storm began raging above the Ninth Floor.


Chronos’s desperate voice rang out as though resisting the storm.


[You! You broke your promise with us! You...]


Jaehwan looked at the drones in the air.


At once, every 《Little Brother》 channel in the area shut off with a pop. Black lightning began striking wildly throughout the Ninth Floor. Horrified screams followed.


A short while later, when the thick smoke cleared, the Leader was kneeling on the ground and staring blankly up at Jaehwan. The presence of Chronos, which had seized his entire body, had scattered somewhere.


The Leader looked up at Jaehwan with eyes full of disbelief, then collapsed unconscious.


Jaehwan silently looked down at him and frowned.


What had happened was clear. Catastrophe, manifested within his soul, had expelled Chronos’s presence from 〈Metaverse〉.


“I never gave permission for a Link. Who told you to descend on your own?”


Catastrophe’s presence rapidly weakened, and the surrounding scenery instantly returned to normal.


[You still speak arrogantly, human Awakened One.]


“Since you came out on your own this time, I will not deduct one use of the Void Sword.”


Jaehwan spoke as he recalled the contract he had made with Catastrophe in 《Chaos》.


Originally, Catastrophe had agreed to lend Jaehwan that power three times. One had been used to massacre the Lords in 《Chaos》, leaving two uses.


Jaehwan was now boldly refusing to acknowledge that one of those two uses should be deducted.


Surprisingly, Catastrophe did not seem to care much.


[Do as you please. More importantly, you have done well to come this far. I thought you would naturally be cast aside at the entrance of the 《Abyss》.]


“Why did you suddenly appear and interfere?”


A faint laugh, like something scratching through the air, could be heard.


[I will not help you like this next time. If you truly intend to target 《Big Brother》, you should be able to deal with brats like the Seven Divine Thrones on your own.]


At Catastrophe’s calm words, Jaehwan was about to retort before closing his mouth again.


In truth, simply enduring the power of the manifested Catastrophe was already difficult.


Catastrophe was surely in 《Chaos》, the Trunk, not the 《Abyss》, a Branch. Yet Jaehwan felt as though Catastrophe stood atop a tree infinitely taller than his own.


Jaehwan bit down hard on his lower lip.


[Climb with everything you have, little Awakened One.]


The moment Catastrophe’s power vanished, a brutal backlash crashed into him.


Holding back a groan, Jaehwan vomited a mouthful of silver. His left hand, gripping the Void Sword, was burning black. Soul contamination had occurred because of Catastrophe’s authority, 「Mutation」.


Jaehwan raised his World Force to suppress the contamination, then used 「Deadman Severing」 as a temporary measure to keep it from spreading further.


Even so, this was clearly different from the first time Catastrophe had descended. Jaehwan himself had grown far stronger than before.


Karlton, Runald, and the other Allies came running from afar.


After checking Jaehwan’s wounds, Runald hurriedly pulled medicine from his clothes and applied it to the injuries.


“I’m fine.”


“But...”


Runald was flustered.


Jaehwan understood how he felt. Runald had already lost a god once. He might act strong in front of others, but he must have worried about Jaehwan more than anyone.


“I won’t die from something like this.”


Only after hearing that did Runald sink to the ground, tightly clasping his trembling hands.


“I really, really thought something terrible had happened...”


Something terrible had happened. Jaehwan had been in danger when Chronos manifested in the Leader’s soul.


When he turned his head, the Allies were blankly looking down at the fallen Leader.


The Leader. Eoduksi, God of Ashes.


The strongest member of the Alliance and ruler of the Metaverse.


He had fallen.


The Allies blinked for a long time, their faces still unable to grasp reality.


“You really did it.”


An emotion Martis could not hide rose to his face.


Everyone who saw his expression understood.


He was truly here at this moment.


More than anyone else, he was sharing Jaehwan’s victory in this very place.


The high-grade god was crying. Though he wiped away his tears as if embarrassed, though he knew such emotions did not suit a god, Martis twisted his lips and wept.


The other Allies wore similar expressions. They had climbed the Tower for different reasons. Yet they had joined forces and finally reached this place. There was no way to describe how overwhelming it felt, so the gods had to borrow human emotions and the expressions of Dolls.


Still, the gods were not ashamed. The one who had brought them here was human too.


The Alliance had fallen, and they had won.


〈Metaverse〉 had lost its master.


“Congratulations, God Slayer. You are the strongest in 〈Metaverse〉. It is truly an honor for this old man to be here with you.”


As though that had been a signal, the nearby Allies each added a word.


“Congratulations, Fortress Lord.”


“You really have become the strongest beginner. Even the title of ‘Seven Stars’ feels somewhat lacking now.”


“Shouldn’t Jaehwan-nim join the Seven Heavens now?”


Jaehwan had only just become one of the Seven Stars, yet he had defeated the Leader, whose power rivaled the Seven Heavens.


Who could call him the last star of the Seven Stars now?


Perhaps the Seven Heavens of the 《Abyss》 would have to be called the Eight Heavens from now on.


“You knew the Sole King too?”


Jaehwan nodded at Manri Shintong’s question.


“When I heard about the 「Lord Massacre」, I wondered if it might be so. But to think it was true... I am afraid even to imagine what storms will descend upon the road you walk.”


The Allies’ faces darkened at those words.


The Sole King Catastrophe’s descent into the Abyss.


It might have been even more shocking than the final floor of 〈Metaverse〉 opening for the first time in six hundred years.


The calamity imprisoned in 《Chaos》 had moved. This could no longer remain an event limited to the scale of 〈Metaverse〉.


The Seven Divine Thrones and Twelve Great Lords would soon begin moving in earnest.


Jaehwan spoke as though dismissing their worries.


“We can deal with the small concerns later.”


Worrying now would not solve anything anyway. Whether they were the Seven Divine Thrones or the Twelve Great Lords, they were enemies he would have to overcome someday. Perhaps this was for the best.


Rene, who had stepped in at just the right time, added a word.


“More importantly, all the broadcasting equipment is broken, so I can’t open a channel. It would be huge if I could open one right now!”


The Allies around her burst into hearty laughter.


Jaehwan picked up the Cube that had rolled out from the Leader’s clothes.


The Cube vibrated intermittently. Judging by the World Force he could sense, Yu Seolha seemed to be trapped inside. He had wondered where Yu Seolha was, but it appeared the Commander had been held in the Cube.


As he stared at the Cube, Jin Eunsae spoke.


“Um, if it’s all right with you, could I take custody of the Leader? It was originally my mission.”


Jaehwan silently looked at Jin Eunsae before answering.


“I don’t mind, but talk with him first.”


The Leader was a traitor to 「Rupture」.


Jin Eunsae might need to learn why the Leader had betrayed 「Rupture」.


Jin Eunsae looked up at Jaehwan with complicated eyes, then nodded.


“Are you going to meet the Driver now?”


“Wait, we still haven’t received the Task.”


Come to think of it, the Allies had focused so much on defeating the Leader that they had not even learned what the Ninth Floor Task was.


Defeating the Leader had been one of their goals, but it was neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for reaching the Tenth Floor.


That was when a message arrived.


[The Ninth Floor Task has been issued.]


“Ah, finally...”


Rene, her face brightening, opened the Task first.


Then...


“What does this mean?”


+


<Metaverse Ninth Floor>


Task: Enter the Tenth Floor. However, only one passenger may ascend to the Tenth Floor.

Reward: A private meeting with the Driver.


+


The other Allies, who checked the Task details afterward, also stiffened.


They had come all this way, but only one person could ascend?


Manri Shintong was the first to speak. As though there was nothing to consider, he said to Jaehwan, “Of course you should go up. If it weren’t for you, we would not have even seen the entrance to the Ninth Floor.”


Karlton and Martis added their voices next.


“I will only climb this far as well. If it were not for you, Fortress Lord, I would never have entered 〈Metaverse〉.”


“Seeing the Ninth Floor alone is enough for me.”


Jin Eunsae and Runald gave light nods as well.


Andersen, who had remained silent, spoke too.


“I feel the same.”


Andersen’s voice had not yet calmed from its heightened emotions. Perhaps she was still shaken from witnessing the Leader’s defeat, Chronos’s manifestation, and Catastrophe’s descent from closer than anyone else.


Rene did not answer, but she soon seemed to accept it.


That was when the fallen Leader spoke.


“You are fools.”


The startled Allies drew their weapons and guarded against the Leader.


The Leader’s lips twitched as though he found that sight amusing, then he spoke to Jaehwan.


“I told you it would be useless. You need to kill me.”


Martis asked in Jaehwan’s place.


“What do you mean?”


The Leader answered as he struggled to breathe.


“Long ago... There was an inscription at the entrance of the Metaverse. ‘The reason gods cannot ascend to the end of the world is simple. They are too heavy.’ It means exactly what it says. You are too heavy.”


Before the Leader could even finish speaking, another message appeared in the air.


[The passenger ascending to the Tenth Floor must kill every passenger remaining on the Ninth Floor.]


[Kill every other passenger and make the bus lighter.]


“What? What the...”


Martis let out a cry of shock, and the other Allies’ eyes widened. They had not misheard.


[Only the one person who survives until the end can obtain a ticket to the Tenth Floor.]


This was the Ninth Floor’s true Task.


The Leader spoke to the Allies.


“Did you really think a fairy-tale world existed, where everyone joined forces to defeat their enemy and humans and gods cooperated for one another?”


It was the voice of someone who had already experienced all of this once.


The Leader looked at his former Companions, preserved on the Ninth Floor.


“No such world exists. This Tower was not made for that purpose.”


Only then did the Allies look around at the capsules displayed throughout the Ninth Floor.


This was the Tower’s final Task they had wanted so desperately to reach.


As though speaking of a world’s coming destruction, the Leader finished speaking to Jaehwan.


“One who wishes to see the end of the world must discard everything they have gained.”
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Anyone who wished to reach the top of the Tower had to kill everyone else on the Ninth Floor.


Rene shouted.


“How can that be a thing?!”


The startled Allies looked at one another.


Until now, they had been Companions in the sense that they had forged a bond. They could only overcome hardship by joining forces, and the fact that they had reached the Ninth Floor was proof that their unity had held firm in its own way.


But what about now?


Would any of them willingly die to send someone else to the Tenth Floor?


That was when messages rang out through the air.


[The 《Little Brother》 System has been restored.]


[The Ninth Floor broadcast has resumed.]


Rene’s drones had not been repaired yet. That meant someone other than Rene was broadcasting this place.


Yet no one among the Allies appeared capable of doing so.


In other words, the one who had opened the channel might not have been a passenger in this room.


Jaehwan quietly looked up at the Ninth Floor’s ceiling.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ asks what just happened.]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ asks what happened.]


[Multiple gods demand an explanation.]


Messages flew in from every direction, loud enough to make it seem as if the channel would burst apart.


[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ asks what happened to Chronos.]


[The God of Aging ‘Shiyu’ asks whether Catastrophe really just appeared.]


No one answered the gods. Every passenger on the Ninth Floor was already struggling just to accept the Task before them.


Only then did the gods realize something was wrong and begin studying the passengers’ reactions.


[The ‘Driver’ reveals the Ninth Floor Task details to the gods.]


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes.


The Driver. That bastard was likely the one who had opened the channel in Rene’s place and brought the gods into the broadcast.


The gods had varied reactions after hearing the Task details.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ questions whether there is any reason to issue such a Task.]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ thinks it is a good Task for realizing true existence.]


Some gods reacted negatively, while others welcomed it with delight. Most of them seemed to be expecting something to happen.


[Multiple gods are interested in the slaughter that will occur on the Ninth Floor.]


[Multiple gods expect the ‘God Slayer’ to begin a new slaughter!]


[Some gods wonder what choice the ‘God Slayer’ will make.]


[Some gods declare that it is time to end this show.]


The gods knew as well.


Jaehwan was the strongest on the Ninth Floor. The lives and deaths of the Ninth Floor’s passengers would change depending on his choice.


Manri Shintong and Rene flinched when Jaehwan looked their way, each taking a step back.


The Leader spoke.


“They will fear you now.”


Even if they had formed some bond while fighting together, not many would give their lives for Jaehwan. Of course, Karlton looked as though he would gladly die for him.


After watching the Allies for a moment, Jaehwan spoke to the Leader.


“Did you kill your Companions and go to the next floor?”


The Leader did not answer.


Looking at the Leader’s Companions trapped inside the glass capsules, Jaehwan continued.


“Some of them must have died here on the Ninth Floor.”


“My Companions agreed to it. They thought that if I met the Driver, I could revive everyone who had died, including them.”


“But you could not revive them.”


“One visit was not enough.”


“Would it be possible if you reached the Tenth Floor again?”


“I wanted to find out, but I was just denied that chance.”


The world called the Leader the King of the 〈Metaverse〉, but that was not the truth.


If anything, the opposite was true. He was someone more bound by the 〈Metaverse〉 than anyone else, a passenger who could never get off this bus.


The Leader took a dry cigarette from his pocket and lit it.


“The gods of 《Little Brother》 like stories about people like you. You are one who breaks the rules. You remind them of what they dreamed of long ago.”


He casually exhaled, and smoke and ash scattered through the air.


“But that kind of arrogant performance is only allowed as long as it does not threaten the gods. No matter how strong you are, unless you become one of the Seven Divine Thrones, it will not be easy to survive after making the public opinion of the 《Abyss》 your enemy. After summoning Catastrophe, if you keep acting as you have, the gods will see you as a threat and try to eliminate you. That is why you must see the end of this Tower. At the end of this Tower, obtain the reward you seek. For that reward…”


The Leader ground his cigarette into the floor and looked at Jaehwan with blazing eyes.


“Kill them.”


“And if I refuse?”


“Do not be bound by shallow affection. Become a true god. The people you met here are only virtual ties formed in the 〈Metaverse〉. You did not truly feel a bond with cowards who connect through Vicegerents and Dolls, did you? Do you really think they have formed a proper relationship with you?”


Jaehwan looked at the Allies again.


Martis and Runald wore determined expressions.


Even if they wore the same expression, could anyone truly say Martis’s resolve and Runald’s resolve were the same?


“The gods will lose nothing more than a Vicegerent or a Doll here. This Tower was created for the gods’ amusement. A game must not threaten the existence of its players. Everything in this world is fake. Accept that fact.”


The Leader took miniature models of the Tower from his pocket.


The First Floor, the Second Floor, the Third Floor, the Fourth Floor… Within the models, gods were enjoying their adventures. They imitated human emotions, crying, laughing, rejoicing, and grieving. At times, they even killed one another’s Dolls.


“To reach the upper floors of this world, you must learn the human heart. But only those who discard those emotions once more can reach the final floor.”


Those who could abandon human emotions even after understanding them, then silently pursue the ‘end.’


This Tower had been created to produce such Seekers.


A Tower that cultivated true Seekers by building up an elaborate framework of ‘falsehood.’


This world was the 〈Metaverse〉.


For thousands of years, only a few powerful beings had realized it and seen the Tower’s end.


Mulack, the Rupture Lord, the Leader. And now it was Jaehwan’s turn.


The Leader smiled.


With the gaze of someone watching a new superhuman of the Abyss being born, and the expression of an old racehorse that could no longer run, the Leader spoke.


“Kill me. That will be the beginning.”


Despite the Leader’s solemn voice, Jaehwan only wiped Dokbul’s blade, as though he was done staining it with blood.


“Is the ceiling here sturdy?”


“What?”


At the distant end of the sky, Jaehwan was staring at a ceiling whose true height he could not even guess.


Perhaps the Leader had read Jaehwan’s thoughts. He glared at Jaehwan in disbelief for a moment.


“That is impossible.”


“How do you know?”


“I tried it myself. Do not think it will work this time just because you made it to the Sixth Floor by luck.”


“How many years did you try?”


The Leader was about to answer without thinking, then asked back with an expression as though he had seen something strange.


“Time has no meaning. Stabbing the sea for a hundred years will not split it apart.”


“It will split.”


“Are you insane?”


“You decide the answer before even asking the question, then why do you go on about sophistry like Big Question and small questions?”


The Leader was silent for a moment before gritting his teeth.


“Even if you strike it for a thousand years, the ceiling will not break.”


“If a thousand years is not enough, then two thousand. If two thousand is not enough, then ten thousand. Will you call something impossible without even trying that much?”


Anyone who heard Jaehwan’s words would have called them unreasonable.


No one would waste ten thousand years trying to break a ceiling. This world had not been made for that.


“Do not be ridiculous. Most of those passengers are gods who will not truly die even if you kill them. Will you spend ten thousand years for people like that? What you are doing has no meaning.”


“Did you break out of the 《Tower of Nightmares》 just to find an answer like that?”


Rage filled the Leader’s eyes. He still looked as though he wanted to say it was unreasonable, that it was impossible.


But the Leader did not know.


Jaehwan had forced that kind of impossibility forward for a very long time, and that was how he had finally reached this place.


Jaehwan turned to the Allies.


“I do not need your lives.”


Dokbul pointed toward the ceiling.


“I will go up with my own strength.”


Then the Stabs began.


Once, twice, three times. Rays of light from Dokbul began striking the ceiling. As though knocking on a door that would not open, Jaehwan stabbed again and again with his sword.


Yet most of his World Force had been exhausted in the fierce battle against the Leader, so Jaehwan’s Stabs did not possess the same overwhelming power as before.


Just as the Leader was about to speak again, someone stepped beside Jaehwan.


“I practiced a lot, Jaehwan-nim.”


Runald stabbed toward the ceiling with perfect accuracy.


The tall, handsome blond man standing beside the child smiled.


“This reminds me of what happened in Chaos.”


As though he had always known Jaehwan would make this choice, Karlton was already repeatedly stabbing toward the ceiling.


Martis did the same.


“I will be with you for a hundred years or a thousand. I cannot promise ten thousand.”


Of course, not a single mark appeared on the pure white ceiling.


Manri Shintong and Rene stepped forward next.


“It has been a long time since this old man tried Stabs.”


“I’ll help too.”


Finally, Jin Eunsae quietly approached and began stabbing beside Jaehwan without a word.


Jaehwan, Runald, Karlton, Manri Shintong, Rene, Martis, Jin Eunsae.


Some among them were gods, some were Vicegerents, and some were Awakened Ones.


They had lived different histories, and it was difficult to find any point where their paths had crossed. Their shared history was too brief to call it a bond. In fact, they had lived through years where it would not have been strange for them to meet as enemies.


Even so, they all stabbed toward the sky together.


Shallow ties that could not form any shared understanding, people who had only met in the 〈Metaverse〉 and could betray one another at any time.


Yet instead of raising their swords against one another, they aimed them at the world. Together, they decided to break this unbreakable world.


That alone was a miracle that could not happen in this 《Abyss》, a Prayer that could never be answered.


They might ultimately fail. Some would give up, and after falling into despair, they might betray one another.


Even so, they were stabbing toward the sky now.


The Leader stared blankly at the Allies.


A soft flutter of wings sounded through the air.


“Are you not sick of moving only in the direction the Driver drives?”


After saying that, Andersen flew into the sky. Then she began stabbing at the ceiling with her crow’s beak.


[Multiple gods are greatly flustered by the passengers’ actions!]


[Some gods frown at the passengers’ actions!]


Ten minutes, twenty minutes, thirty minutes. Time passed in an instant.


One hour, then two.


One by one, the exhausted Allies collapsed onto the floor.


Yet while everyone else fell, Jaehwan alone remained firm. His face did not waver even an inch. He looked as though he believed he could definitely break through that ‘wall.’


That was why those who saw his expression had no choice but to believe as well.


That something truly existed beyond this point. That Jaehwan had already seen it, and that the ‘end’ of this world truly existed in his world.


So their Prayer could never fail.


“Uaaah!”


Runald forced himself back to his feet and stabbed again with his sword.


Karlton, Jin Eunsae, and Martis did the same.


Bright light burst one after another from the Allies’ entire bodies. They continued stabbing even as they spent trust. The sound of enormous amounts of trust vanishing into the air echoed, as though they were casting aside everything they had gained in the Tower.


The Leader staggered to his feet and stretched out a hand toward them, muttering.


“It is useless. Your World Force will eventually run dry, and you will despair. No one will cheer for you.”


“That Prayer will not be answered.”


“The end of this fight will ultimately...”


Then, in the next moment.


[An anonymous Vicegerent has sponsored Jaehwan with 500 trust.]


Someone had answered the gods’ Prayer.
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The Allies blinked blankly.


At first, they thought they had misheard.


Not an ‘Anonymous God,’ but an ‘anonymous Vicegerent’ had sponsored 500 trust?


[An anonymous Vicegerent has sponsored Jaehwan with 500 trust.]


They had not misheard. It was undeniably a sponsorship sent by an ‘anonymous Vicegerent.’


Jaehwan clenched the sponsored trust in his fist and crushed it into World Force. World Force born from someone’s faith sparked along Dokbul’s blade.


[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ is startled.]


[The God of Arrogance ‘Menoeitius’ glares at the anonymous Vicegerent.]


[Multiple gods begin searching for the Vicegerent who made the sponsorship.]


A mere Vicegerent was pretending to be a god and making a sponsorship. Some of the outraged gods raised their voices harshly at the Vicegerents.


[Some gods vent their anger at the Vicegerent who has trespassed into the gods’ domain!]


Even then, the gods did not know. This was only a sign of what was to come.


[An anonymous Follower has sponsored Jaehwan with 500 trust.]


[An anonymous Follower has sponsored Jaehwan with 1,000 trust.]


[An anonymous Vicegerent has sponsored Jaehwan with 1,500 trust.]


[An anonymous Vicegerent has sponsored Jaehwan with 1,800 trust.]


The ones who had heard the Prayer the gods themselves had ignored were the Tower’s slaves.


The Followers and Vicegerents who had spent their lives serving as the gods’ hands and feet, fighting for them, were sending Jaehwan the trust they had earned with such hardship.


Then something truly astonishing happened.


[An anonymous Doll has sponsored Jaehwan with 100 trust.]


A dreadful silence descended in an instant, as though some enormous beast had appeared and swallowed the world whole.


Then.


[The God of Aging ‘Shiyu’ is startled.]


Starting with Shiyu’s message, the gods’ messages exploded across the channel.


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ doubts his own eyes.]


[The God of Flash ‘Rayray’ gapes.]


[The God of Appetite ‘Tam’ vomits the food they were eating.]


[The God of Arrogance ‘Menoeitius’ widens his eyes.]


·····


[Multiple gods are shocked by this unbelievable situation!]


A Doll had sponsored trust. It was impossible.


Unlike Vicegerents with souls and gods with wills, Dolls possessed nothing. So how could a Doll possibly...


The gods in the channel shouted at one another.


Messages from gods demanding to know whether this made any sense, asking whose Doll it was. Some gods even demanded refunds, saying they were worried about the Dolls they had bought from the Leader.


[A considerable number of gods demand to know what the hell is going on from the Leader!]


But there was no way the Leader could answer. Like everyone else, he was staring up at the empty air with his mouth hanging open.


[An anonymous Follower has sponsored Jaehwan with 1,000 trust.]


[An anonymous Doll has sponsored Jaehwan with 100 trust.]


[An anonymous Doll has sponsored Jaehwan with 500 trust.]


······.


The sponsorships continued through it all.


Some sent as little as 100 trust, while others sent as much as 5,000.


Runald muttered in an excited voice.


“Jaehwan-nim.”


Dolls could not defy a god’s orders. They lived their entire lives as the gods’ puppets, without emotions or wills of their own.


Yet the Dolls had sponsored Jaehwan.


How was that possible?


“I’m reminded of something you told me before.”


Jaehwan understood what Runald meant.


When they had visited Ethan’s village on the 〈Metaverse〉 Sixth Floor, Jaehwan had once told Runald a story about Prayer.


“There was a religious man from another country in the Tower of Nightmares I cleared. I heard that his homeland had devices that recited prayers for them.”


A ‘prayer device’ that would make a sound and turn simply because someone wound its spring. A music box holding someone’s small romance, made so that their Prayer could continue even after death.


Looking at the trust pouring down through the air like starlight, Runald said, “Maybe this is the Prayer the Dolls left behind while they were alive.”


Jaehwan silently looked up at the sight as he continued stabbing.


No soul became a Doll because it wanted to.


Perhaps every Doll had left behind a similar Prayer.


At the moment they became Dolls, they had etched something into their souls.


「Rage toward the gods. Hatred for the Tower.」


The Dolls’ Prayer, carried out despite defying even their own gods, piled upon Jaehwan’s soul like snow.


Vitality spread through his body once more, and the circuits of his World Force began turning with a harsh roar. The radiance of World Force thickened over Dokbul’s blade.


World Forces that were not his.


A legacy left behind by Dolls who had waited hundreds of years for this day alone.


Within those bitter traces, Jaehwan was overcome by a special sensation.


Desires passed down from entirely different Worldviews formed an incomprehensible harmony within him.


Then, for an instant, Jaehwan entered a different kind of 「Selflessness」 than before.


Rumble!


Perhaps sensing the unusual change rising from Jaehwan, the Allies who had been stabbing turned to one another.


“We can’t do this with our strength alone. Let’s give it all to him.”


“Let’s do it.”


“I don’t know whether it will help, but...”


One by one, the Allies began sending their World Force toward Jaehwan.


The World Force sent by the Vicegerents, Followers, and Dolls merged with that of the Allies. The radiance created by that unbalanced World Force soon clashed with Jaehwan’s own unique World Force, dividing into forces of light and darkness.


Tsssss.


To keep from being consumed by that enormous World Force, Jaehwan forcibly moved the two kinds of World Force.


At first, they repelled each other. Soon, though, they began fiercely rotating as they chased each other’s tails.


Jaehwan thought,


If this state lasted only a little longer, he felt as if he might understand something very important.


But the World Force sent by the Dolls had nearly reached its limit, and Jaehwan had reached the point where he had no choice but to release this power outside.


With regret, Jaehwan aimed Dokbul at the ceiling.


This technique had not originally been a ‘Stab.’


But Jaehwan, as he was now, could use it as a ‘Stab’ as well.


A technique possible only at this moment, beyond the power he could normally wield.


Jaehwan Style, First Form Arrangement,


「Star Stab」


Dokbul released World Force.


With the sensation of space twisting, a strange straight line surged toward the sky. In the blink of an eye, the line struck the ceiling and began crushing the entire surrounding space.


Jaehwan increased the output of his Stab and gritted his teeth.


Just a little more.


Silver flowed from Jaehwan’s nose and mouth.


The incoming sponsored trust was gradually decreasing. Perhaps the Dolls’ owners had taken action.


The burden on his arms steadily grew heavier, and the force of the Stab gradually weakened. Jaehwan did not give up until the very end, pouring out every last bit of World Force.


The exhausted Allies collapsed onto the floor. When even the gods’ messages finally stopped, Jaehwan halted his Stab and looked up at the ceiling.


Dazzling radiance swept across it. As time passed, the radiance slowly scattered, and the edges of the ceiling gradually came into view.


Disappointingly, the ceiling’s surface did not appear to have taken any serious damage.


Had he failed?


At that moment, Martis shouted.


“T-There!”


At the center of the radiance that had finally become visible.


Cracks spread across the ceiling like a spiderweb. The closer they came to the center, the wider the gaps between them became.


And finally, at the very center of the ceiling.


A small hole had formed where Star Stab had struck directly, as though a tiny meteorite had fallen there.


“Jaehwan-nim, let’s go!”


At Runald’s cry, the Allies squeezed out their remaining World Force and leaped into the sky.


Andersen reached the hole first. She exploded the World Force dwelling within the crow Doll and kept the opening from closing.


“Hurry!”


The Tower’s restorative power had activated, and the cracks in the ceiling were healing.


The Allies detonated all their remaining World Force and crossed the ceiling.


The messages of disbelieving gods mixed with messages from Followers cheering for the Allies.


Then.


For an instant, their vision seemed to shake. Red emergency lights appeared in the air.


[An error has occurred in the Tower’s System!]


[An error has occurred in the Tower’s System!]


[An error has occurred in the Tower’s System!]


The entire Tower shook violently.


As though the whole world had turned hostile toward Jaehwan, error messages began appearing in every direction, above, below, left, and right.


Realizing something was wrong, the Allies’ faces turned pale. Jaehwan’s expression hardened as he tightly gripped Dokbul.


This floor certainly had not been made to be cleared through such an abnormal method. But this was the only way available to him.


About a minute passed.


One by one, the emergency lights in the air went out. Then an unexpected message sounded.


[The Tower’s System has returned to normal.]


[Congratulations! You have arrived at the Tower’s final floor!]


Sighs escaped the Allies.


The error messages that had covered their surroundings had vanished as well.


When Jaehwan, finally able to catch his breath, turned around, he saw the Allies panting with exhausted faces. Runald, Karlton, Manri Shintong, Jin Eunsae, Rene, Martis...


Just before the hole in the ceiling closed, the last person to force his way through the narrow gap was the Leader. Having followed them up in a daze, the Leader stared at Jaehwan with eyes that looked almost mad.


They had finally arrived.


The Tower’s final floor, which they had only ever heard about.


The place where the Tower’s Driver resided, where they could fulfill their desired wishes.


The floor was covered in soft white feathers. The long-dreamed-of Tenth Floor resembled the stuffing of an expensive pillow.


Jaehwan put away Dokbul and slowly stepped forward.


Then a voice sounded from the air.


[I never imagined you would truly make it this far. And in record time, no less.]


A familiar voice.


Andersen spoke.


“Vertus.”


It was Vertus, the Attendant of the First Floor.


Vertus appeared, lightly looked over Jaehwan and the Allies, then let out a deep sigh.


[I believe I asked you to refrain from damaging the Tower any further.]


“We got up here anyway, didn’t we?”


[The ceiling of the Ninth Floor is made of imaginary metal that cannot be destroyed, yet you broke through it with physical force...]


Vertus shook their head as if they had had enough, then began leading Jaehwan onward.


[The Driver is waiting.]


As Vertus stepped ahead, the feathers covering the floor floated up in fluffy clumps, defying gravity.


Walking through that soft scenery, the Allies began speaking in excited voices as well. Martis was the first to speak.


“I never thought we would truly be able to reach the Tenth Floor.”


“The same goes for this old man.”


“I do not even need to make a wish. It is a great honor simply to have come here.”


Martis clasped both hands respectfully, then bowed with the expression of an ascetic who had completed a long pilgrimage.


Having made the 〈Metaverse〉 his home for so long, the Tenth Floor was no different from the ‘end of the world’ to him.


Jaehwan spoke to Martis.


“It is only the top of one Tower.”


At Jaehwan’s calm words, Manri Shintong gave a hollow laugh.


“That is true, but you are the only one who can say it that way. For most gods, even this ‘Tenth Floor’ is far too high.”


“...”


“This Tower’s final floor has been sealed for six hundred years. Almost nothing is known about its Tenth Floor. Of course, there is one man among us who already knows about it.”


Everyone turned to the Leader at those words.


The Leader, suddenly receiving their attention, frowned for a moment before he began speaking.


“I know what you are expecting, but the ‘Driver’ is not some kind of reward fairy.”


“What do you mean?”


“It means you should not expect someone who has driven this Tower for over a thousand years to be sane.”


A few of the Allies swallowed hard.


The Leader continued.


“You had better choose your questions carefully. Otherwise...”


At that moment, someone cut the Leader off.


“Mmph... mmph?”


Since when had it been there? A gag had been placed in the Leader’s mouth.


The Leader struggled desperately to pull the gag free, but it only tightened further around his jaw.


Even if this was the 〈Metaverse〉, what kind of authority could forcibly silence the ‘Leader’?


Martis and Manri Shintong looked around in alarm, then tightly shut their mouths. They fell silent as if they had put on gags themselves.


Soon, Vertus vanished. An antique-looking Door appeared in the empty air.


No one had told them, but the instant they saw it, they all knew.


Beyond this Door was the Driver of the 〈Metaverse〉.


Then the one man whom no one could ever gag opened his mouth.


“Open the Door.”
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At Jaehwan’s bold command, Andersen said,


“Will that really open the Door?”


The Door opened.


“It opened.”


It opened cleanly, without any traps. Perhaps whoever was inside thought Jaehwan would just break it again if they refused to open it.


Jaehwan and the Allies exchanged glances before stepping inside. The interior was filled with dreamlike mist. Jaehwan took a few more steps.


His senses gradually began to feel blocked.


When he suddenly looked back, the Allies were gone.


By the time he looked forward again, a dark laboratory stretched out before him.


‘An illusion.’


The hazy energy hanging in the air proved it.


An elderly dream demon stood at the center of the laboratory.


「A single floor... Break through time...」


Apparently unable to recognize Jaehwan, the dream demon muttered while operating a hologram in midair.


The holographic screen displayed a blueprint of the Metaverse and three figures that looked like cartoon characters.


「...is impossible, but... if it could be done...」


Jaehwan wondered if that dream demon might be Neil Crash, the Master who had created this tower.


「Big Brother...」


Big Brother?


The moment Jaehwan stepped closer, intrigued, the dream demon turned toward him in surprise.


At that instant, the screen flickered with interference, as if it had become covered in static.


When Jaehwan blinked again, the dream demon had vanished without a trace. In its place was a vast plain, with three shadows standing at its center.


Jaehwan realized those shadows resembled the figures drawn in the dream demon’s hologram.


He turned his gaze toward one of them.


The first was a handsome man with long jet-black hair, a sharp jawline, and cold, dark eyes that looked down upon the world.


Jaehwan thought he knew who it was.


‘Catastrophe?’


He did not look exactly like the Catastrophe Jaehwan had seen, but the atmosphere he exuded and the dangerous World Force that recalled the Deadmans undoubtedly belonged to Catastrophe. Perhaps this was what Catastrophe had looked like before being sealed.


The 「Void Sword」 in his left hand was decisive proof.


Catastrophe was speaking with someone. The other figure was a ‘robot’ whose shadow was the largest among the three.


A robot?


It bore an odd resemblance to the Factory Masters Jaehwan had met in the Strange Factory.


The Factory Masters had said they were Lost Ones of an Ancient God. They had also asked him to find their missing Three Divine Artifacts.


Jaehwan recalled the name of the god they had served.


‘Deus Ex Machina.’


Only then did he understand who the three figures were.


They were the Three Ancient Gods.


The three kings said to have ruled the 《Abyss》 before the Seven Divine Thrones appeared.


But why had this illusion of the Three Ancient Gods suddenly appeared before him? Was it a trick by Neil Crash, the Creator dream demon? Or by the Driver?


Either way, it was not a bad thing. Opportunities to witness the Three Ancient Gods were rare.


Jaehwan turned toward the final Ancient God.


The last of the Three Gods had a massive body. Strangely, the god was naked.


The Naked God was singing with sad eyes.


It was a melody Jaehwan seemed to have heard before. The voice was endlessly wistful and lonely.


As he listened blankly, the Naked God turned toward Jaehwan. The god’s eyes widened as though he could see him, then he opened his mouth.


[■■■... Deus ■■■?]


At that moment, the snake mark engraved on Jaehwan’s left arm began shining white.


A moment later, the Naked God tilted his head.


[■■■ ■■■ Catastrophe ■■■ ■■■?]


This time, his left hand, the one that had wielded the Void Sword, began to ache.


The naked man looked slightly surprised as he watched Jaehwan.


“What are you even saying?”


At Jaehwan’s words, the Naked God slowly rose and began walking toward him. Jaehwan instinctively stepped back, but the god’s enormous hand seized his shoulder.


Then he heard words he could not understand.


[Ouroboros.]


With that final word, the Three Ancient Gods scattered like mist.


When Jaehwan blinked again, he was standing blankly in a spacious drawing room. It resembled a luxury penthouse, with its ceiling completely open to the sky.


“Oh, you finally made it.”


“Jaehwan-nim, why did you take so long?”


The Allies, who had been looking around the drawing room, approached him. It seemed they had arrived first.


Yet the Leader’s expression was strange when he saw Jaehwan. The Leader rushed over in a single stride, grabbed Jaehwan by the shoulders, and shouted,


“Mmph! Mmph!”


Jaehwan frowned and glared at him.


The Leader mumbled something with desperate eyes, but the gag was still in his mouth, so Jaehwan could not hear him.


“Mmph! Mmph!”


With no other choice, Jaehwan activated 「Understanding」.


Only then could he hear the Leader’s words.


「What did you see?」


“The dream demon who made the tower.”


The Leader seemed slightly relieved at Jaehwan’s answer.


「I see. Did you see Neil Crash?」


“And some strange people.”


“Strange people?”


A shadow of suspicion crossed the Leader’s eyes. His gaze fixed on the glowing snake mark on Jaehwan’s left arm.


「Did you meet the Three Gods?」


When Jaehwan nodded, the Leader’s lips trembled.


「How... How did you...」


“You have never seen them?”


The Leader looked away as though he did not want to admit it.


Just as Runald and Karlton were about to ask what the commotion was about, someone emerged through the inner door of the drawing room.


[You are loud. Is everyone here?]


Every syllable of the voice dripped with deep weariness. A blond man dressed like a philosopher from ancient Greece stood there. He scratched his messy hair, looked over the Allies, and grinned.


[I thought you would be here soon, but you took so long that I nodded off for a while.]


His defenseless appearance kept the Allies from realizing who he was for a moment.


Jaehwan asked,


“Are you the Driver?”


[That’s right.]


Only then did the Allies straighten up in alarm.


The Driver.


That weary-faced young man was the Driver currently running this 〈Metaverse〉.


The Leader shouted furiously at his appearance.


“Mmph! Mmph mmph!”


[Oops, I forgot to take your gag off. Sorry about that, Leader. You were making such a racket, you see. Still, it suits you, so keep it on a little longer.]


Enraged, the Leader converted all his remaining World Force into grip strength and tore the gag off by force.


Wiping the blood from his mouth, the Leader spoke to the man in a threatening voice.


“Gainak. I have climbed back up, so keep your promise!”


A small stir ran through the Allies at the unexpected name.


Gainak.


A few high-grade gods, including Manri Shintong, seemed to already know the title behind that name. Manri Shintong asked,


“Gainak? Are you truly the ‘Lord of Sloth’?”


Lord of Sloth.


Runald and Karlton’s eyes widened at those words.


The Driver’s true identity was a Lord?


Yet Jaehwan could not sense any trace of the System from the Driver. That meant the Driver was no longer under the System’s protection.


Jaehwan said,


“Samyeong Garam once told me about you.”


[Samyeong Garam?]


“When I reached the Abyss, they told me to find you. They said you could help me.”


Those had been the final words of Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam, left for Jaehwan after he opened Creation. Samyeong Garam knew Jaehwan was headed for the summit of the 《Tree of Illusion》 and said Gainak could aid him on his journey.


It was impossible to know whether the dead Samyeong Garam’s judgment had been correct, but the Driver did look troubled for a moment upon hearing that name.


[Samyeong Garam. Samyeong Garam... Right. There was someone like that.]


Then, as though a memory had surfaced, he smiled faintly.


[I have not heard about that one in a very long time. How have they been lately?]


“Dead.”


The Lord of Sloth showed no sign of being shaken.


[I see.]


He did not look curious about who had killed Samyeong Garam or why.


Jaehwan added one more sentence.


“I killed them.”


[Oh?]


The Lord of Sloth still looked indifferent, as though unable to understand why Jaehwan had bothered to add that.


Instead, the Lord of Sloth walked over to the window and pulled up the blinds. Brilliant light poured in, revealing the scene of 〈Caspion〉.


This world was inside 〈Metaverse〉. Yet the view outside the window was the landscape of the 《Abyss》.


[That one probably always thought it might end this way. They were a seed of the System, yet they had far too many doubts. They should have either comfortably stopped thinking like the other Lords, or broken free of the System and come outside. Instead, they could choose neither.]


Listening to his dry voice, Jaehwan thought about Samyeong Garam.


If what Samyeong Garam had said was true, it had been at least eight hundred years since they had last seen the Lord of Sloth.


The Lord of Sloth stretched hard, looking stiff, then led the Allies to the table in the drawing room.


[Anyway, you are lucky. Congratulations on making it to the end.]


He counted the Allies as if he were counting lottery winners, then smiled.


[Though there are a few too many of you.]


“Is that a problem?”


[Not exactly, but I have to filter out illegal passengers first. The passengers inside the Cube do not count.]


Jaehwan thought of Yu Seolha, who would be inside the Cube in his possession. It certainly would not make sense for her to receive a reward after climbing to the Tenth Floor through the Cube. It seemed that kind of trick would not work.


[And the crow over there is the same.]


Andersen, who was sitting on Jaehwan’s shoulder, flinched.


[You seem to have climbed up without paying for a ticket at all, so you cannot make a wish.]


“If I pay trust now...”


[No. It is hard to recognize that crow as ‘one god.’ It is also difficult to say the crow cleared the Tasks through her own strength. It looks like she somehow received recognition on the Ninth Floor, but... well, even if I do not spell it out, she knows better than anyone.]


Andersen was, in practice, closer to a Part belonging to Jaehwan’s Worldview than a participant in her own right. Without Jaehwan, she could not even use her power.


Still, Jaehwan could not simply let it pass when he had received Andersen’s help.


Before he could speak, Andersen nodded.


“That is true. I am not qualified.”


Jaehwan turned toward Andersen.


She shook her head as though telling him not to say anything.


“I expected this already. Making it this far is enough for me. I feel a little sorry for Rachel, but... I will find another way somehow. Do not worry. Thanks to you, I recovered Rachel’s body. There must be a way to bring her back.”


“You...”


“Thanks to you, I got my revenge too. If I become greedier now, Rachel will scold me.”


After five hundred years, Andersen had achieved her revenge. The history she had lived through had safely come to an end, and this was the end of her journey.


But could she really say that was enough?


As the Allies fell into solemn silence, the Lord of Sloth lightly clapped, as if trying to change the mood.


[All right, let us set the crow aside. I will grant the wishes of the other eight. Go ahead and say anything. I will grant anything within my power.]


Runald stepped forward first.


“Please revive Rachel Young, Andersen-nim’s former Vicegerent.”


“Runald?”


Andersen cried out in shock.


This was none other than a wish ticket from 〈Metaverse〉. A reward that had returned for the first time in six hundred years. Runald had given that reward to Andersen.


Yet Runald did not seem to mind at all.


Andersen opened and closed her beak several times toward Runald, then bowed her head with her beak tightly shut.


Jaehwan lifted Andersen from his shoulder and placed her in Runald’s cupped hands.


“I am really all right, my god.”


“But...”


Runald looked at the god he had once served, now cradled in his hands. Such a small, precious warmth.


He had survived in the 《Abyss》 because of that small warmth.


Only now was it finally time to return the warmth he had received.


“This was my only wish from the beginning.”
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After lightly wiping the tears from the corner of the crow’s eyes, Runald looked back up at the Lord of Sloth.


The Lord of Sloth nodded with a pleased expression.


[What a touching moment. Let us see... Rachel Young.]


The Lord of Sloth brought up a System screen and began searching the tower’s database.


[She died in 〈Metaverse〉 and is now in the state of a Doll. Normally, restoration is impossible after Dollification, but... this much should be manageable.]


The Lord of Sloth snapped a finger lightly, and the entire tower trembled faintly. It was the sound of 〈Metaverse〉’s World Force shifting.


A moment later, part of Jaehwan’s Unique World opened, summoning Rachel Young’s Doll. The Lord of Sloth placed a hand against Rachel Young’s forehead. Through the link to the tower, information that had once been Rachel Young’s memories began to return.


The information and emotions this tower remembered as Rachel Young filled the Doll’s body.


Would that truly bring ‘Rachel Young’ back to life?


No one knew.


After all, no one in this world, including Rachel Young herself, could prove whether the Rachel Young before them was truly the same Rachel Young from before.


Still, Andersen was crying, and warmth was returning to Rachel’s pale body. The gods watching the scene looked deeply moved.


If 〈Metaverse〉 was fake, then this sight before them was also fake. If someone called this false, what expression would the gods here make?


As if the Driver had read Jaehwan’s thoughts, the Driver spoke.


[She will not be exactly as she was in life. The damage to her memory center is severe.]


Andersen nodded. Then she looked up at Jaehwan and said,


“Thank you.”


Jaehwan did not nod or answer. He only looked down at Andersen.


Maybe it did not matter to him whether all of this was real or fake. He only remembered Andersen as she cried, and the words she had spoken. That was all he could do.


Still, Jaehwan was not the only one recording this scene.


[Vertus, did you get it all?]


At the Driver’s words, Vertus, who had remained invisible in one corner of the drawing room, replied.


[Yes.]


[Do not upload everything. Edit together the revival scene and that crow’s reaction. Make sure the Tenth Floor’s internal structure is not revealed. Edit it well enough to make the 〈Metaverse〉 hot clips.]


[Understood.]


Jin Eunsae and Karlton frowned as they watched Vertus calmly edit the footage.


The Lord of Sloth rubbed one cheek.


[There has to be proof that I granted the wish. There is also the matter of fairness. It beats paying taxes on prize winnings, does it not?]


“Taxes?”


[Anyway, who is making the next wish?]


“Me!”


Rene stepped forward, and the Lord of Sloth nodded.


[All right, what does our ‘God of Fate’ wish for?]


God of Fate.


Some already knew Rene was a god, but the Allies who had not known widened their eyes in surprise.


Rene gave them a brief bitter smile before getting straight to the point.


“Give me the ‘Anonymous System’ used on the Seventh Floor.”


[Did you not already destroy the Seventh Floor?]


“I know that was not all of it. There are other 〈Metaverse〉 branches, right?”


“There are other 〈Metaverse〉 branches?”


Runald asked in surprise, and Manri Shintong answered from beside him.


“There are. They are not as large as this one, but they exist. 〈Metaverse〉 has recently been expanding into other Sites as well. Still, the final floor exists only here, so they will eventually have to come to this tower.”


The Lord of Sloth seemed pleased with Manri Shintong’s explanation and nodded.


[So you want the Seventh Floor from another branch? I cannot give you all of it. If you want the entire 〈Metaverse〉 Seventh Floor, become the ‘God of Yesterday’ or apply to become a ‘Seventh Floor Attendant.’]


“I only need the Anonymous System used on the Seventh Floor. I do not need the Seventh Floor itself.”


[Hmm. The God of Fate needs ‘anonymity’... Are you planning to slander another god?]


“I never said I was going to slander anyone. Do I have to explain that much?”


[You are prickly. Fine. I will grant it. You only need the method for building the System, correct?]


Rene nodded, and data from the Lord of Sloth flowed into her mind.


[Now, who is next?]


Jin Eunsae stepped forward next.


“Can you make me as strong as Uncle Jaehwan?”


The Lord of Sloth laughed, apparently amused by the question.


[He has exceeded the standards of 〈Metaverse〉. Still, I can raise your status to something similar. Would someone on the Leader’s level be enough?]


Perhaps the words hurt his pride.


The Leader’s expression hardened as he opened his mouth.


“Mmph.”


More accurately, he tried to open it, but a gag had been forced into his mouth again.


As the Leader struggled to tear it off, the Lord of Sloth spoke.


[As you already know, becoming that strong is only possible inside the Metaverse. If you are still fine with that, I can make you stronger.]


“No, never mind.”


Jin Eunsae quickly lost interest. Jin Eunsae had not entered this tower to live in 〈Metaverse〉 in the first place.


[All right. Then this Awakened One girl has no wish to make?]


Jin Eunsae nodded.


After that, the Allies made their wishes one by one. Some wishes were possible, while others were not. They were called wishes, but there were limits to what 〈Metaverse〉 could grant.


Karlton and Martis had their turns, until Manri Shintong was finally called forward. Yet Manri Shintong looked oddly troubled.


He stroked his beard with a conflicted expression.


“I do not know what I should wish for.”


Martis responded.


“What? Old man, you have lived so long, and you do not have even one wish?”


“That is right. It is truly strange. I had so many wishes when I first entered 〈Metaverse〉.”


The Lord of Sloth joined in.


[Everyone who comes this far says something similar. They achieve what they wanted so desperately, yet they do not look happy at all. You probably know why better than anyone.]


After saying that, the Lord of Sloth silently looked down at the view from the penthouse. The Allies shared that view without a word.


Why was it that simply arriving on the Tenth Floor made all the countless goals they had chased seem so meaningless?


The new Skins they had wanted so desperately, trust, every expensive Setting and Part, all of it felt like a dream in broad daylight.


Martis said,


“Since you are the owner of the Black Shop, would it not be better to make a wish related to that?”


“How about asking for the Black Shop’s influence to grow? You said you were tired of fighting competitors.”


Even Rene added her thoughts, but Manri Shintong did not look particularly interested.


After stroking his beard more than a dozen times, Manri Shintong seemed to remember something and let out a soft laugh.


Runald asked,


“Did you think of a wish?”


“I did, but I feel like it will make me a laughingstock.”


“Why? What kind of wish is it?”


“It may sound strange.”


After hesitating for a moment, Manri Shintong spoke.


“I wish there were a Disciple to inherit my dumplings.”


The Allies looked at Manri Shintong in bewilderment. He had come all this way, only to talk about dumplings.


Martis asked,


“Could not just anyone inherit them?”


“My teachings are not something just anyone can inherit. I have tried taking in Disciples several times, but it was no use. I need a Disciple who can properly understand the meaning of this recipe.”


Come to think of it, Manri Shintong’s Martial World Dumplings were said to have a rather unusual recipe. Did he use memories as ingredients?


When Jaehwan showed that he could understand, Manri Shintong’s expression brightened slightly.


“God Slayer, someone with determination like yours might be able to inherit my dumplings, but you do not seem interested in cooking.”


“I am not.”


“Anyway, that is my only concern. I fear these dumplings will disappear in my generation because I cannot find a Disciple to inherit my teachings.”


The Lord of Sloth, who had been listening, cut in.


[I know your dumplings well. I sometimes have the Attendant buy them for me. Dumplings like those are certainly worth passing down.]


Even the Driver recognized the flavor.


Manri Shintong, who had suddenly become 〈Metaverse〉’s greatest dumpling chef, looked strangely pleased.


[It will not be easy to find a Disciple even if you search the entire Abyss, not just 〈Metaverse〉. The recipe is far too unusual.]


“I expected as much. It seems I was the first on the Tree of Illusion to attempt a recipe that handles memories.”


Manri Shintong agreed in a somewhat arrogant tone.


Martis and Runald had not expected such a serious conversation to unfold over a single dumpling, so they looked at each other and muttered,


“Those dumplings were really that impressive.”


“I should have eaten more of them.”


After thinking for a moment, the Lord of Sloth said,


[If you are afraid your teachings will be lost, how about this wish? We can send your dumpling recipe to another dimension. Even if you fail to find a Disciple before you die, your recipe may continue in another dimension.]


“What kind of dimension?”


[The ‘Star Stream,’ for one.]


Manri Shintong asked back as if he had heard something absurd.


“That is a real place?”


[Do you think 〈Metaverse〉 collaborates with just anyone? Of course it is real. More precisely, it is a world that belongs to another dimension of the Great Universe. If you wish, I can send your recipe to that world too. Who knows? One day, a Disciple who has mastered your dumpling recipe might come to meet you.]


“You are suggesting I put the recipe in a bottle and throw it into the sea.”


[Something like that. If you want it, say so quickly. The boundary between the two dimensions is thin right now. If you wait any longer, I will not be able to grant this wish.]


Manri Shintong considered it for a moment before answering.


“Let us do that. At the moment, I cannot think of anything except dumplings.”


[Then I will begin right away.]


The dumpling recipe Manri Shintong handed over entered a small bottle and disappeared into the Driver’s pocket.


[I have some business at the dimensional boundary too, so I will deliver it later.]


A short silence settled over the drawing room, as though everyone was thinking about Manri Shintong’s dumplings.


The bottle containing Manri Shintong’s recipe would cross dimensions and be sent somewhere. If luck was on its side, perhaps it would meet a decent chef, and the recipe would be passed down.


For a moment, Jaehwan imagined someone eating Martial World Dumplings there.


[Now it is your turn, God Slayer. What wish will you make?]


Everyone in the drawing room turned their attention to Jaehwan.


Perhaps this was the moment they had all been waiting for.


The Lord of Sloth seemed to enjoy the tension of that moment and continued.


[Your achievements are truly remarkable. Mulack, the Rupture Lord, and even the Leader did not climb the tower as quickly as you did. You seem to have many questions, so if you use your wish for ‘questions,’ I will specially answer up to two.]


Jaehwan spoke without hesitation.


“My Companion...”


[Kim Yoonhwan, correct? I already looked into it.]


As if already aware of Jaehwan’s question, the Lord of Sloth began speaking as though reciting prepared lines.


[Unfortunately, your friend is not in 〈Metaverse〉. He has not become a Doll either. But he is not far from 〈Caspion〉. A very powerful force is protecting him, so you do not need to worry about your friend’s safety. There is nowhere safer in the Abyss than that place. You may see him soon.]


“Bring Yoonhwan here.”


[I am sorry, but that is impossible. It is beyond 〈Metaverse〉’s authority. Honestly, I have already told you quite a lot, so that concludes your first wish.]


“Who is holding Yoonhwan?”


[Will that be your ‘second wish’? I can answer if you want. But the moment I speak that name, whoever has your Companion will surely notice. I do not know whether that would be good for your friend.]


There was a warning in his voice. It was practically the same as telling Jaehwan not to ask.


Jaehwan did not know how trustworthy the Driver was, but considering how much the Driver had investigated in advance, an outright lie seemed unlikely.


For now, Yoonhwan had not become a Doll and was safe.


That alone was enough.


[Good. You are wise. Then make your second wish.]


It was a question that did not need asking. Other than Yoonhwan, there was only one reason Jaehwan had climbed this tower.


“I want to know how to reach the ‘First Nightmare,’ at the end of the Tree of Illusion.”
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“The end of the Tree of Illusion. As I thought, that is what you want.”


Manri Shintong sighed as though he had expected it after hearing Jaehwan’s words.


It was not strange. There were not many reasons for someone as strong as Jaehwan to climb the 〈Metaverse〉.


‘What lies at the end of the Tree of Illusion?’


No one in the 《Abyss》 knew the answer.


Even gods who had lived long lives rarely dared to seek it. Everyone who pursued that answer either died or went mad.


Martis added, “There was a saying long ago. Those who wish to know the end of the world should climb the Metaverse. Though that was more than a thousand years ago.”


Runald asked, “There is something I am curious about. Why are you interested in something like the ‘end of the world’?”


Manri Shintong looked intrigued by Runald’s question.


“An interesting question. Why are gods curious about the ‘end of the world’?”


“Is it not because they do not know?” Martis said.


Runald asked again, “But there are plenty of other things we do not know. Like what is in Jaehwan-nim’s head, or Jaehwan-nim’s family name...”


Rene and Karlton, who had been listening, chimed in.


“I am curious about that too.”


“I am as well.”


“That is exactly what I mean. There are so many things to wonder about, so why be curious about something like the ‘end of the world’?”


The answer came from an unexpected person.


“Because it is a ‘Big Question.’”


It was Jin Eunsae.


Runald asked, “A Big Question? What does that mean?”


“If you know the answer to a ‘Big Question,’ you can know the answers to every other question.”


Jin Eunsae’s words seemed difficult, and Runald looked troubled for a long time.


“Does reaching the ‘end of the world’ tell you Jaehwan-nim’s family name?”


Rather than joining the conversation, Jaehwan waited for the Driver’s answer.


The Driver still gave none.


Perhaps taking that silence as a signal, the Leader interjected.


“Mmph, mmph mmph.”


「Hey, did I not tell you?」


“Mmph mmph mmph mmph mmph mmph.”


「Big Questions like that are meaningless.」


Jaehwan remembered the Leader saying something similar.


Had he said that Big Questions were too vast to answer alone?


It was sound advice, but not advice suited to Jaehwan at the moment. The size of a question did not matter to him in the first place. He was the kind of person who believed that if a question was difficult to answer, one only had to stab once and ask again.


Whether the Driver understood Jaehwan’s thoughts or not, when he finally spoke after a long pause, he looked somewhat displeased.


[That is unexpected. Most powerhouses at your level do not ask things like that so directly.]


“...”


[Those who are curious about the ‘First Nightmare’ tend to have thoroughly twisted minds. Most of them think too much by themselves and get drunk on philosophical questions.]


The Leader’s lips twitched at the Driver’s words. Whether the Driver noticed or not, he continued.


[Even when the Driver gives them a proper answer, they often get angry. Sometimes they suddenly draw a sword.]


The Driver chuckled as if he found it amusing. He seemed to be recalling the passengers who had challenged the Tenth Floor in the past.


[Sometimes I wonder whether they really came seeking an answer. Maybe they only came because they wanted to hear that the answer they had already decided on was correct. In that sense, I like your question. It is very simple. You seem to carry a terrible Worldview, but you are not twisted. Gods like that are very rare.]


Jaehwan showed no particular pleasure at the Driver’s praise.


“The introduction is too long. Give me the answer first.”


[Fine. Your question is simple, so the answer should be simple too. The way to reach the ‘First Nightmare’ is easy. Follow the method of those who challenged the ‘First Nightmare’ before you.]


“What method?”


[Gather all Three Divine Artifacts of the Ancient Gods. Then you will naturally learn how to reach the ‘First Nightmare.’]


The Allies stirred at the Driver’s answer.


Jaehwan asked, “Did the Ancient Gods challenge the ‘First Nightmare’?”


[It is certain that their Three Divine Artifacts are the ‘key.’ That is all I will say in answer to this question.]


“Huh. Not just any Part, but the ‘Three Divine Artifacts.’ That is an answer impossible to act on even if you know it.”


The other gods nodded at Manri Shintong’s words.


The Leader, on the other hand, looked as though he might faint after hearing the Driver’s answer.


“Mmph mmph mmph mmph mmph!”


Though the Leader was gagged, the Driver seemed able to understand him and smiled.


[Big Questions and small questions. Right. Of course they matter. You need to ask questions well to get proper answers. But in the end, the one who solves a problem is not the one who asks questions, but the one who acts. Not fools who shut themselves away in the Metaverse and play at imagination.]


“Mmph mmph mmph mmph!”


[Why did I not tell you this method? Because even if I had, you would not have set out to gather the Three Divine Artifacts.]


“Mmph! Mmph mmph!”


[Is that not why you asked me about another ‘shortcut’? Because you know that too.]


The Leader fell silent.


Jaehwan asked, “A shortcut?”


[Ah, it seems the Leader did not tell you. There is one other way to reach the ‘First Nightmare.’ A method only the 〈Metaverse〉’s Driver can use. You may use it if you wish. Though with your personality, I do not think you would choose this path.]


“What is the method?”


[Is that your ‘third question’?]


Jaehwan stared at him silently. The Driver scratched his cheek.


[Fine. I will tell you this one for free. A Driver who gathers World Force in the tower for a thousand years can ascend to the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》. Simple, right?]


The declaration threw everyone into chaos.


Manri Shintong, who had been checking the dessert Vertus brought, choked. Martis looked dazed, as though he had returned to Yesterday. Rene looked as though Fate’s prediction had gone catastrophically wrong.


Jaehwan asked, “If I kill you, can I become the ‘Driver’?”


The Allies looked at Jaehwan as if he were absurd.


The Driver laughed.


[No, you would only become the person who killed the Driver. I have to pass the position down to you. And did you listen to what I said properly? Becoming the Driver is not enough. You have to gather World Force for a thousand years.]


“I am confident I can endure time.”


[I know what you are thinking, but it will not be easy. Especially for a god like you, who has endured an uncertain amount of time. Until now, you may have somehow survived by repeating simple movements, but you should give up the idea that you can keep doing that. If you repeat that kind of thing, one day all your emotions will wear away and you will become a Concept God.]


“A Concept God?”


“It means a god who has lost all emotion and personality, leaving only a concept behind. They still have World Force, but they are practically extinct,” Andersen said.


Jaehwan paused at Andersen’s answer. He too had recently felt his emotions dulling.


He had thought it was simply a side effect of 「Alienation」.


The Driver continued.


[Anyway, enduring a thousand years as the ‘Driver’ will be different from the time you endured alone. You will have to endure years that pass thoroughly and precisely. And you will not simply endure them. You will have to work while being exposed to countless stimuli all day.]


“What work?”


[What else? You have to gather World Force, in other words, ‘trust.’]


As if something had suddenly occurred to her, Rene spoke up.


“Wait. By gathering trust, do you mean...”


[That is right. Sell Skins, sell packages, sell buffs and consumables. In short, you have to make trust by selling those things in bulk to idiot gods.]


The work was so nakedly crude that it was almost absurd.


“Why are you doing that?”


[I told you. I need trust.]


“So what are you using that trust for...”


Jaehwan suddenly remembered what he had seen when he first entered the Tenth Floor.


The scene of the Dream Demon Neil Crash drawing blueprints for the Metaverse’s internal design.


He had passed it over at the time, but now that he thought about it, the Metaverse’s layout had been unusual.


It had resembled a launch pad built to send a spaceship into the sky.


“This tower was made so that the Driver could reach the end of the world.”


The Driver wore a strange expression at Jaehwan’s words. When the Allies looked at Jaehwan as if asking what he meant, Jaehwan added, “This tower is a kind of launch pad. It was built to pierce through the ceiling of the 《Abyss》 and leap to the end of the Tree of Illusion.”


[Wow, how did you know?]


The Driver admitted it so readily that it was almost absurd.


Whistling, he continued.


[It takes an enormous amount of energy to use this launch pad, so it needs a lot of trust. You have to gather trust for at least a thousand years just to maybe launch it once.]


The Driver’s shocking words left the Allies staring blankly. Only now did they understand why the tower had been desperately selling Parts all this time.


Rene snapped in an agitated voice, “How can you do this? What are you? What are Drivers supposed to be?”


[Why? What is the problem? I found a shortcut to reach the ‘end of the world’ without gathering all Three Divine Artifacts. Is that not incredible?]


“That is not what I am talking about. There are people suffering because of you. Do you know what happens to the Dolls and Vicegerents on the lower floors?”


[Hm? It is the same in the Abyss. Weak gods are oppressed, and Followers unlucky enough to serve the wrong god are exploited. It is a tragedy found everywhere. The difference is that in this tower, those tragedies are all used as meaningful fuel.]


“What...”


[Did you not enter because you thought this place would be better than the 《Abyss》?]


When the Driver yawned, countless screens began to float across the penthouse walls. The screens showed the gods of the 〈Metaverse〉.


[It seems you have all enjoyed this tower enough already. Everyone looks up to you.]


The gods on the screens were watching Jaehwan’s group through 《Little Brother》.


Among the crowd were the God of Flash, Rayray, who had failed to enter, and Baeko of the Black Shop.


[This tower gave gods what they wanted. It even let gods cast aside in the 《Abyss》’s competition dream.]


Gods who admired Jaehwan were climbing the tower. They dreamed that one day they too would cross the Ninth Floor’s wall and reach the Tenth Floor. They watched Andersen’s tears with emotion, imagining the day when they would be the ones shedding such tears.


[To gods who dream of freedom and equality, it gave the illusion of communication.]


Andersen appeared on the screen, talking with her Companions.


The heroic gods from five hundred years ago, preserved in memory.


Andersen, Ethan, Arteina, Justice.


The history of those who dreamed of a world where gods and Followers were equal flowed across the gods’ retinas like the lyrics of an old song.


[To those who wanted rest, it offered pleasure.]


There were gods trapped in the 〈Metaverse〉’s ‘Yesterday,’ dreaming sweet dreams. Like the humans deceived by the Dream Demon Stone and trapped in the past, they betrayed reality and chose greedy isolation.


[To those who longed for the end of the world, it showed the way.]


At last, the screen showed those who had reached the tower’s Tenth Floor.


The Leader, reigning above the Alliance. Jaehwan, who had fought against him. Shapes presumed to be Mulack and the Rupture Lord also appeared briefly.


[I gave you everything you wanted, so what is wrong with collecting a little trust?]


“It is not real. You sold fakes. You sold fakes to protect yourself.”


[They are not fakes. Just as the tears that crow shed were not fake.]


The Driver smiled quietly as he looked at Andersen.


[This tower sells experiences. The story of a god and a Follower. The story of an adventurer climbing a tower. The story of reclaiming a Companion. The story of someone dreaming of the end of the world. You cannot call those things fake.]


“That is...”


[You chose to enter the tower. And the tower gave you exactly the story you wanted.]


None of the Allies could refute him.


Perhaps it was because the Driver was right.


Jaehwan alone kept a calm expression.


Then, after struggling with all his strength, the Leader tore off his gag and spoke.


“Enough with the Zen riddles. It is time for me to receive my reward.”


The Allies were astonished by the Leader’s shamelessness in trying to claim his reward even now, but they were also curious about what wish he would make.


The Driver nodded.


[All right, Eoduksi. What do you desire?]


“You already know my wish.”


As though he had waited a long time for this moment alone, the Leader made his wish.


“Turn the 《Tree of Illusion》’s time back seven hundred years.”
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To turn back the time of the 《Tree of Illusion》 by seven hundred years. If such a thing truly happened, the entire 《Tree of Illusion》 would be swallowed by a terrible disaster.


Yet there was no way that wish could come true. Even 〈Metaverse〉’s power to grant wishes had its limits.


A wish to make someone as strong as Jaehwan was impossible, so there was no way a wish to turn back the time of the entire world by seven hundred years could be granted.


Manri Shintong opened his mouth as if offering advice.


“Leader, there’s no way a wish like that can come true. You only get one wish, so make it count.”


Leader’s expression remained serious.


“Driver. I kept every promise I made to you. I have the right to get that time back.”


As though no attempt to dissuade him could reach him, Leader continued.


“I created the Alliance. I gathered trust and offered it to you. I even handled every damned task you should have handled as the ‘Driver.’ I lived that way for six hundred years.”


Leader pulled a miniature tower model from his robes and threw it to the ground. It did not break easily. The model rolled across the floor and bumped against Jaehwan’s feet.


“Are you saying my wish still cannot come true? You clearly promised me.”


The Allies looked at the Driver with hopeful eyes.


Even now, the Driver spun around with a smile, as if this amused him.


[Turn back time... Yes, I did promise to grant that wish. I have not forgotten.]


The Driver’s gaze turned toward the screens in the air. The screens his eyes passed over went dark one by one, like candles being snuffed out.


[I told you then as well, but it is impossible to grant that wish through the Driver’s power alone.]


Relief passed over the Allies’ faces.


Then the Driver’s tone changed.


[But things would be different if I stopped being the ‘Driver.’]


The Driver slowly raised his head.


Beyond the open ceiling of the penthouse stretched the sky of the 《Abyss》.


[I have gathered enough World Force at last.]


The condensed World Force looked ready to burst forth and raise the tower floor itself.


World Force gathered over a thousand years.


As if he had expected this, Leader asked, “You’re leaving this tower?”


[Yes. The time has come.]


Along with the Driver’s answer, a small spacecraft appeared at the center of the sky. Its pure white exterior resembled a star-shaped candy as it received World Force from the tower.


That must have been the vessel that would take the Driver to the First Nightmare.


[If I safely reach the ‘First Nightmare,’ I will grant your wish.]


The Allies were beginning to understand.


Perhaps the sight they were about to witness would surpass anything they could imagine.


The Driver swept his languid eyes over Jaehwan and the Allies, then asked,


[Who wants to become the next Driver? Raise your hand.]


No one raised a hand.


The Driver said,


[Then, as promised, you will become the Driver, Leader.]


“...”


[From the moment I leave, you will become the Driver of this tower. If you refuse... Vertus, you will become the next Driver.]


Vertus, who had been waiting for orders in the corner of the drawing room, trembled slightly. The Attendant Vertus looked up at the Driver as if asking whether he was truly leaving.


The Driver gave Vertus a small smile.


[You have worked hard all this time.]


A translucent spiral staircase descended from the spacecraft.


The Driver slowly began climbing it.


[Thanks to all of you, it was entertaining until the very end.]


None of the Allies tried to stop the Driver. More precisely, they could not.


Some journeys were like that. Adventures that inspired awe simply by beginning.


This path toward every ‘end of the world.’


Behind the Driver as he set out upon it hung the tragedies he had mass-produced, like trophies of war.


Yet no one pointed a finger at him.


Jaehwan watched the Driver walk toward the sky. He had already climbed more than half the stairs.


“Jaehwan-nim.”


Apparently realizing something was about to happen, Runald had come up beside him and grabbed his arm.


His only Follower was asking whether it was truly all right to let that person go.


Without answering, Jaehwan looked at the Driver.


The Driver looked down at Jaehwan as well.


The Driver’s eyes spoke.


「You understand, don’t you?」


Perhaps that was true.


Only Jaehwan here understood the Driver’s thousand years.


A being who had lived with one sole purpose, to reach the ‘end of the world.’


He had finally completed those thousand years. That was why he stood atop those stairs.


The Driver’s indifferent gaze fell upon the scene below.


Jaehwan imagined what the Driver saw.


It would be the same sight Jaehwan had witnessed during the Ninth Floor’s ‘Climbing the Branches.’ Gods trampling other Worldviews to have their own recognized. The screams of Followers who functioned as parts of those Worldviews.


Even in a utopia created to escape reality, the world’s essence did not change.


A world was a vast mosaic formed when fleeting lives came together by chance.


Those who sought to ascend to the end of the world had to affirm that world.


They had to gaze indifferently at the picture and arrive at their own interpretation.


And so, those who stood at the top of this tower would eventually come to think like the Driver.


「There is no meaning in this world.」


The ‘Driver’ who drove the world without guilt.


There was not a trace of emotion on the Driver’s face as he left the bus.


Then Jaehwan turned his head and saw Leader’s profile.


Joy. Ecstasy. Despair. Sorrow.


Leader’s past years were tangled together in that expression.


Jaehwan had not noticed it while they fought, but now that the fight was over, he could clearly see the emotions etched into every part of Leader’s face.


The Driver had said he was “twisted.”


“Leader.”


Eoduksi, God of Ashes.


For a long time, he had clung to one purpose alone.


Jaehwan had come here to save his Companions. Leader had come here to revive his dead Companions. To turn back time and make every tragedy that had happened disappear.


Yet everyone here except Leader knew.


Leader’s wish was impossible.


No matter how much World Force 〈Metaverse〉 had gathered, such a miracle could never happen.


Even a Cultivator from the outskirts knew it was impossible.


Still, Leader did not know.


He had spent too long thinking alone.


He had failed to think about what he needed to think about.


“Are you planning to become the Driver?”


“...”


“You’ve thought about this for so long. Don’t you understand by now?”


Leader slowly turned toward Jaehwan.


“What are you trying to say?”


“I saved you because you are a ‘twisted’ god.”


The Driver had said that ‘twisted gods’ spent too long thinking alone, and even after reaching the wrong answer, they could never admit it.


“You’re saying I’m wrong?”


[Some gods demand to know why they cannot see the broadcast screen!]


It seemed Rene had turned on the broadcast. The gods’ messages came from somewhere nearby.


Rene’s broken drone sparked in the air. With its camera damaged, the drone appeared unable to transmit any footage.


[Some gods threaten Rene, telling her to stop uploading clips and start broadcasting!]

[Multiple gods lose their tempers and demand to see the Tenth Floor already!]


Jaehwan slowly blinked as he listened to the gods’ messages.


There was a simple way to avoid being wrong in this world. Instead of dwelling on one’s own thoughts for a long time, one could entrust those thoughts to a vast current. One could become one of the ‘multiple gods.’


Then, even if one was wrong, no one would say so. Instead, one became someone who could tell others they were wrong.


Most already lived that way.


“I...”


Leader had not lived that way.


He had thought alone for a very long time, and that was how he had arrived at the absurd idea of “turning back seven hundred years.”


Jaehwan knew quite a few people who had thought for that long and reached the wrong answer.


In the tower, Yoonhwan and Jay had done so.


In Chaos, Cheongheo and Samyeong Garam had done so.


In the Abyss, Andersen had done so.


“The Driver will not keep his promise to you. He will become something completely ‘different’ from what he is now.”


Leader must have vaguely known as well.


What kind of being the Driver was. What transcendent being the Driver would become after leaving the 《Abyss》.


Still, Leader could not accept that fact because of a thread of hope. The delusion that the Driver might truly keep his promise.


“Your Companions are all dead, Leader.”


Leader’s shoulders shook as if he had been electrocuted. Silver blood dripped from his lips, which he had bitten until they bled.


“Are you still planning to become the Driver?”


“...”


“You have already lived six hundred years with the same thought. Will you live another thousand that way?”


In truth, Leader knew as well.


His wish could never be granted.


He was desperately accepting it. Trying to understand it.


“I know.”


Leader looked at Jaehwan, as if asking what he would have done in his place.


It was a meaningless question from the start. Leader had already seen Jaehwan’s Unique World.


Leader could only laugh hollowly.


“God Slayer, stop the Driver.”


“...”


“If you do not stop him, a thousand years’ worth of World Force will disappear.”


A thousand years’ worth of World Force.


An amount of trust that could change the fates of countless beings.


“It is enough World Force to revive every Doll and Vicegerent who died in the tower.”


An ash-gray spear was now in Leader’s hand.


Leader took a light breath, pulled back his arm until the muscles tightened, then hurled the spear toward the retreating Driver.


Only Jaehwan, standing nearby, could see the spear’s trajectory. It flew like a meteor, leaving a long tail behind it.


The path of that spear must have held more than Leader’s ash-gray World Force.


Crack.


Leader’s spear shattered in midair. From within the scattering ash, the Driver turned back toward them as if annoyed.


[Eoduksi. What do you think you are doing?]


The Driver, who had nearly reached the top of the stairs, was covered in white radiance.


At that moment, everyone on the Tenth Floor realized it.


No one on this Tenth Floor could stop the ‘Driver.’


Even so, the Allies stepped forward with weapons in hand.


Jaehwan stood at their center, needless to say.


Dokbul, gripped in Jaehwan’s right hand, poured out black World Force. The power of 「Fall」, rippling as if it could devour anything, began consuming the entire penthouse.


For the first time, the Driver stopped walking.


[You know what it is you are trying to stop now, don’t you?]


Jaehwan nodded.


What they were trying to stop now was the history of the 《Abyss》.


The Driver looked at Jaehwan with disappointment.


[I thought you would understand me.]
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Jaehwan nodded as he looked at the Driver.


“I understand.”


[Then why? Why are you stopping me?]


Something about the Driver’s tone had changed. Perhaps he had already ascended halfway, because the aura surrounding his entire body had changed as well.


It felt as though his very divine rank had changed.


He had felt extraordinary before, but now he seemed like a being from an entirely different dimension, a Beyond-Divine existence.


A thousand years’ worth of World Force had transformed the foundation of the Driver’s existence.


He was no longer the Lord of Sloth.


“Good grief...”


High-grade gods, including Rene and Manri Shintong, trembled.


Strength and beauty could sometimes be mistaken for each other.


The Allies looked utterly confused. Had they ever seen a being like that before? Had someone so complete and noble ever existed in this 《Abyss》?


Jaehwan looked up at the Driver as well.


Bloody footprints marked the translucent stairs the Driver had climbed. He stood there after stepping on blood whose owner he did not even know.


The Sublimity that came from knowing his destination was the ‘end of the world’ was so dazzling that the other gods seemed unable to see the bloodstains at his feet.


The Driver looked down at Jaehwan.


[Were you not a being like me?]


Jaehwan looked up at him and thought.


Perhaps the Lord of Sloth had not always been like this. If he had been, Samyeong Garam would not have advised Jaehwan to meet him.


“Maybe I was, once.”


[Are you no more than a ‘broken god’ in the end?]


Rather than answer, Jaehwan adjusted his grip on his sword.


The Driver tilted his head. He looked as though he genuinely could not understand why Jaehwan would do such a thing.


There was not a shred of guilt in his eyes for the sins he had committed, for the tragedy this tower had created.


Meeting that gaze, Jaehwan thought:


That appearance was probably one possible result of walking this path of carnage to the end.


Perhaps one day, he too would climb those blood-red stairs and wear the same expression.


But that was a matter for then. At least for now, he was here.


After thinking for a moment, the Driver began walking again.


[I see. Come to think of it, you climbed the tower by an unusual method. God Slayer Jaehwan, you who opened the Door to the Tenth Floor without killing your Companions.]


The Driver continued.


[You have the right to stop me.]


With a fierce gust of wind, violent World Force poured from the Driver’s entire body, like a beast revealing its presence.


Before they knew it, the Allies’ knees had struck the floor. Lower-ranked beings like Runald and Martis could not even raise their heads. Even Leader, the first seat of the Seven Stars, could barely support himself by driving his sword into the ground.


Only Jaehwan endured the waves of that overwhelming rank in full.


Even Jaehwan could only endure.


The Driver looked down at Jaehwan for a moment, then began walking toward the sky once more.


It seemed that beings on the ground no longer entered his sight.


The only thing reflected in the Driver’s eyes was the end of the sky.


A world where distant eternity and an absolute conclusion awaited.


Jaehwan gripped Dokbul with all his strength and gathered World Force.


Leader asked, “How much World Force do you have left?”


“Hardly any.”


Leader placed a hand on Jaehwan’s shoulder.


“This is the only time.”


Leader’s World Force began flowing into Jaehwan through his shoulder. It was so vast and deep that it was hard to believe Leader had stored this much power until now. Still, considering Leader had not spent the last six hundred years doing nothing, it made sense.


Sanctuary Manifestation.

「The World After the Fall」


Dokbul spewed black flames. The power of 「Fall」 covered its blade, and the power of the Sanctuary rose.


The surroundings changed with a tremor. Jaehwan’s tower began rising after piercing through the penthouse floor.


It was the 《Tower of Nightmares》 Jaehwan had lived in, the ‘Fortress of Regret.’


First Floor, Tenth Floor, Fiftieth Floor...


The tower shot toward the sky in an instant. Jaehwan’s stubborn history rose after the Driver’s thousand blood-soaked years.


Startled, the Driver turned around.


That was when Jaehwan, gathering World Force at Dokbul’s blade, opened his eyes wide.


A gigantic eye occupied the sky of his Unique World. That eye, which had always seemed distant, looked a little closer today. Perhaps the ideal he had pursued was right before him.


Jaehwan thought about it. What if he killed the Driver and stole his spaceship? He might be able to reach the place where that ‘eye’ was, using another person’s thousand years as fertilizer.


Even if that choice denied everything he had lived for.


The Driver smiled. It was a smile that seemed to say Jaehwan understood him after all.


“I understand.”


Jaehwan grinned like a madman at the Driver.


“That is why I cannot make the same choice as you.”


Jaehwan suddenly looked back.


Just as the Driver had climbed blood-red stairs, Jaehwan had also walked a tower stained with someone’s blood. Memories wandered his tower like ghosts.


Those who had died because of Jaehwan, or those Jaehwan had failed to save.


Everyone he had carved into his memory without missing a single one was still watching him.


That was why, even if he were given the same choice a hundred times, a thousand times, Jaehwan’s choice would remain the same.


Jaehwan would not reach the end of the world by taking the Driver’s path.


He could not. That was the life Jaehwan had lived.


That was why he stabbed.


[This is the World Force accumulated over a thousand years by hundreds of thousands of gods. Can you bear it alone?]


Kwoooooong!


Jaehwan’s Stab, filled to the brim with the power of 「Fall」, shattered the stairs the Driver had been climbing and struck the Driver.


It was a blow into which he had poured all his World Force, but it was not his strongest attack.


Even so, it was his best attack.


But.


[What a fine history.]


With a single casual motion of the hand from left to right, the Stab scattered. When the hand moved from right to left again, Jaehwan felt the balance of the entire area collapse.


When the Driver’s hand moved from top to bottom one final time, Jaehwan realized that the ground beneath his feet was tilting.


Only three gestures.


Those three gestures broke Jaehwan’s tower.


The Sanctuary collapsed, and Jaehwan fell toward the ground along with fragments of the broken tower.


[We will meet again someday, God Slayer.]


As Jaehwan plummeted toward the floor, the Driver finally arrived at the spaceship.


The spaceship, filled with entrancing light, released World Force and departed for the end of the Abyss. Its World Force-covered hull pierced the Abyss’s atmosphere and became engulfed in fierce flames.


As the scenery fell away, Jaehwan heard the Allies calling for him. He wanted to extend his sword one more time, but his body would not move. He knew he could not always be lucky, but he could not let go of his regrets this time.


World Force extending from the tower drew a long tail from the end of the spaceship like a meteor shower.


Damn it.


Just as Jaehwan squeezed his eyes shut in preparation for the coming impact, something in his chest broke.


Warm World Force burst from within his clothes and slowed his fall.


“What kind of state are you in?”


Yu Seolha, who had been trapped inside the Cube, had emerged at just the right moment.


Yu Seolha swiftly spread World Force to catch Jaehwan, circled through the air several times, then landed with him on the ground.


Yu Seolha must have grasped some of the situation outside even from within the Cube. Supporting Jaehwan, Yu Seolha looked up at the sky.


“That Driver bastard actually succeeded. After enduring for a thousand years...”


Then the gods’ messages could be heard as well.


[The God of Flames ‘Ignis’ has noticed the disturbance in the sky.]

[The Dragon God ‘Droyan’ looks toward the sky.]

[The God of Aging ‘Shiyu’ stares at the sky with his eyes wide open.]

[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ looks up at the air in shock.]

[Some gods look up at the sky of the 《Abyss》!]

[Multiple gods are startled by the terrible torrent of energy!]


Beyond the distant sky, a pitch-black mouth could be seen opening. Before all the watching gods, the end of the world was about to open.


If they left things as they were, the Driver would disappear beyond it with a thousand years’ worth of World Force.


Jaehwan spoke to Yu Seolha.


“Give me your remaining World Force.”


Yu Seolha shook their head.


“Is that any way to speak to the person who saved you? And it’s already too late. That bastard is-”


“Not yet.”


Jaehwan squeezed out every last bit of strength and gathered World Force in Dokbul once more. Yu Seolha narrowed their eyes at Jaehwan, who refused to give up even with his entire body in ruins.


“You...”


Yu Seolha suddenly looked up. The trail of World Force the spaceship had left behind stretched through the sky. Looking closely, the trail had split into hundreds of strands connected to the tower.


Links.


Even after the spaceship had departed, the tower was still sending World Force through the Links to push it into the sky.


Yu Seolha spoke.


“I can’t sever that with 「Soul Erasure」. I can’t cut that many Links at once.”


“I know.”


Then why was Jaehwan asking for World Force?


Just as Yu Seolha was about to say something, Rene rushed over.


“Are you okay? You’re badly hurt.”


“...”


“It’s enough now. You can stop. This is enough-”


“You wanted to protect this tower.”


Rene’s face went pale at Jaehwan’s words.


Jaehwan then looked at Manri Shintong and Martis.


Understanding the meaning of that gaze, Rene asked, “Wait. Are you really going to do that?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


What he was about to do might deny the entire history they had lived through.


Rene cried out sharply.


“You can’t be serious, right? That won’t solve anything. It will stop the transfer of World Force, but what about the gods on the lower floors?”


“It is time for the gods to go outside again.”


Leader was the one who answered.


Rene turned to Leader in surprise.


“Leader, you have been the master of this tower for six hundred years. How can you-”


New authority radiated from Leader’s entire body.


The Lord of Sloth had ascended to the sky, and now Leader was about to become this tower’s new Driver.


Yet Leader did not look happy at all. Looking down at the miniature tower sprawled across the floor, he muttered:


“It has been too long.”


Only one sentence.


Still, Rene had no choice but to close her mouth. Manri Shintong and Martis lowered their heads as well.


After a silence that was both brief and long, Manri Shintong raised his head and held out a hand to Jaehwan.


“I suppose this is no time to worry about dumpling recipes.”


World Force flowed from Manri Shintong’s hand into Jaehwan. It contained the essence of the 「Black Shop」 he had led.


Martis also gave Jaehwan World Force.


“I will help. Whatever happens, I will stay with you until the end.”


Yu Seolha sighed.


“You won’t listen even if I stop you.”


“...”


“Fine. It can’t be helped.”


Yu Seolha and Jin Eunsae gave Jaehwan their World Force. The ominous, dark World Force of 「Rupture」 flowed along Jaehwan’s arm and into Dokbul.


Runald and Karlton added their strength as well.


As the Allies’ World Force wrapped around Dokbul, its cry grew deeper.


It was not as much World Force as when Jaehwan had pierced the ceiling of the Tenth Floor. This time, though, he did not need that much.


Leader spoke.


“End it in one strike. There is no one on the lower floors who can receive your World Force now.”


Jaehwan nodded lightly, then drove Dokbul toward the floor with all his strength.


「World Stab」


If he could not stop the Lord of Sloth’s spaceship, he had to cut off the power being sent to it.


There was only one choice Jaehwan could make.


To destroy 〈Metaverse〉 itself.
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Kwooooooong.


A Stab powerful enough to pierce through the entire Tower and break through the mantle.


At first, it only left shallow cracks across the Tenth Floor. Then, at some point, the floor began to sink little by little.


The World Force of 「Fall」 spewed black flames, scorching everything around it.


The next moment, the floor of the 〈Metaverse〉 collapsed with a thunderous roar.


The Allies screamed and clutched each other.


“Hold on tight! Don’t let go of each other!”


“What happens now?”


“I don’t know either!”


Rene and Runald’s cries dissolved into the storm of World Force like echoes.


Jaehwan’s violently swirling Stab shattered the Tenth Floor completely, then advanced toward the Ninth Floor and the Eighth Floor.


“Aaaaaah!”


Even Manri Shintong forgot his dignity and screamed.


They had somehow gathered on the Tenth Floor, but at that moment, they were a community bound by fate.


“...Article Five, Clause Five! ...and then...!”


“Could you stop muttering that already?”


If even one of them let go, they would obviously be swept into the storm and torn apart. Everyone gripped one another’s wrists tightly.


Runald glanced to the side through the fierce wind and asked, “Will they be okay over there?”


Yu Seolha, Jin Eunsae, and the Leader stood guard around Jaehwan, maintaining their balance.


“This is not the time to worry about others!”


With Karlton’s reply, the ground of the Eighth Floor collapsed as well.


The Seventh Floor, the Sixth Floor...


The Tower was breaking apart, slowly but surely.


Gods screamed from every direction.


[The God of Gambling ‘Baccarat’ cries out, asking what is happening!]


[The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’ cries, “Mortality!”]


[The God of Aging ‘Shiyu’ is greatly flustered and lets out a furious roar!]


...


[Multiple gods hurriedly search for the ‘disembarkation bell’!]


[Some gods are shocked by the Tower’s collapse!]


It was a natural disaster they had likely never experienced before.


Startled gods began leaving the Tower or fleeing to lower floors that had not yet collapsed.


That was when World Force descended like lightning from the sky of the 《Abyss》.


It seemed the Lord of Sloth had noticed Jaehwan was trying to destroy the Tower. Bombardment came from a distant spacecraft.


Jaehwan did not stop.


The bombardment only accelerated the Tower’s collapse.


[Stop.]


The Lord of Sloth’s voice echoed through the air. Since Jaehwan showed no sign of retreating, the Lord of Sloth seemed to have changed tactics and manifested a new Authority.


Krrrrrrr.


A sound like the sea freezing rang out, and everything nearby began to stop.


It was the Lord of Sloth who had given the Leader the Authority of Chronos, the God of Time. It would not have been strange for that being to stop the Tower’s time in an instant.


Tzzzt.


The Tower froze like a paused screen.


Sparks flew as Jaehwan’s body resisted the Lord of Sloth’s Authority. If this continued any longer, the Lord of Sloth would disappear beyond the Abyss along with the Tower’s World Force.


Then someone beside Jaehwan moved.


A man who quietly moved his hand as though the Lord of Sloth’s Authority had no effect on him at all.


It was the Leader, Eoduksi.


The Leader looked at his own miniatures as they crumbled away.


Fragments of souls, caught in the World Force storm and scattered apart, touched his outstretched fingertips.


Those memories had once been his Companions, but now they were nothing more than hollow shells. One by one, they scattered into ash amid the radiance.


Eoduksi, the God of Ashes.


At last, it was time to end his long funeral procession.


「Time Acceleration」


A Setting that applied Chronos’s unique Setting, 「Time Rewind」, in reverse.


It had only just been improvised, so it was far from complete. Even so, the Leader forced the Setting into effect.


Because in this Tower, he alone could move this ‘time.’


Kududududud.


The entire Tower shook violently, like a clockwork spring clogged with impurities being forcibly wound.


Silver streamed from the Leader’s nose and mouth.


Then, with a click, the Tower’s time began moving again.


Jaehwan’s Dokbul released World Force once more.


The Sixth Floor, the Fifth Floor, the Fourth Floor...


Each time the Stab pierced through another floor, one of the Leader’s miniatures crumbled away.


The Leader watched the scene with clouded eyes.


Then Yu Seolha spoke.


“You would not listen when I told you. What changed your mind?”


The Leader glanced at Yu Seolha weakly before answering.


“Didn’t I tell you? It was too long.”


“It was so long that none of it matters anymore?”


“Even if I returned, my Companions would not return.”


His voice sounded as though he had spent an entire lifetime just to say those words.


Yet because he had poured everything out, the Leader could finally fill himself with new words.


“What I can do now is stop another Great Disappearance.”


“The Great Disappearance will not happen again.”


“You don’t know that. Not as long as your Rupture exists.”


The Leader and Yu Seolha’s gazes collided in the air.


“I will destroy the Rupture with my own hands.”


“That’s funny.”


Sparks suddenly flew between the two, and Jin Eunsae, pale-faced, shouted at them.


“Focus, Division Commander! This is where it really begins!”


At some point, Jaehwan’s Stab had stopped.


The Stab had reached the earth’s axis and finally succeeded in splitting the Tower in two.


For an instant, the air felt as though it had condensed to its limit. Then an ear-splitting roar erupted.


Soon, every sound vanished.


Jin Eunsae’s cry, Karlton and Runald’s shouts, all of them scattered into the explosion.


Having exhausted all his World Force, Jaehwan fell toward the ground.


Far away, the sky of the Abyss was closing.


The Lord of Sloth’s World Pressure was fading.


The spacecraft was nowhere to be seen, so it seemed that being had succeeded in crossing the boundary of the Abyss.


Still, it was uncertain whether the Lord of Sloth could reach the First Nightmare with the remaining World Force.


More than half of it had returned to the Tower.


Amid the falling debris, Jaehwan read the Tower’s memories.


「“This Tower was created for the ‘end of the world.’”」


It was the voice of Neil Crash, the dream demon who had created the Tower.


Had the first being to create a Tower foreseen this day?


The Tower restored ancient records. Those restored records flowed directly into Jaehwan’s mind.


Thousands of years ago, a dream demon stood atop the Tower and looked toward the sky. They had dreamed of the end of the world long before Jaehwan, and even before Mulack.


The gods said Neil Crash had probably already reached the ‘end of the world.’


Jaehwan had thought so too. He had assumed Neil Crash would naturally have boarded a ‘spacecraft,’ just like the Lord of Sloth, and headed for the end of the world.


Yet the story that reached Jaehwan’s ears was completely unexpected.


「“Are you truly not leaving?”」


「“Yes.”」


「“But your lifespan is nearly at its end.”」


「“I know. That is why I am leaving the Tower to you. You will be the next ‘Driver.’”」


The dream demon remained in this world with the Tower they had created.


After creating the 〈Metaverse〉 over countless years, Neil Crash quietly fell asleep one day and became part of this world.


「“This is my ‘end of the world.’”」


Jaehwan did not know why.


He did not have the sensitivity to understand the dream demon in their final years. Still, one thing was clear. For some reason, Neil Crash had abandoned the Abyss Expedition and remained in this world.


Perhaps Neil Crash had believed that was the more valuable choice.


The history of the 〈Metaverse〉 flowed into Jaehwan.


The stories of the Drivers who had succeeded one another.


Records of the worlds those Drivers had created. The joy, sorrow, despair, and resentment created by gods and Followers gathered intact within Jaehwan’s Unique World.


Even as pain threatened to burst his head apart, Jaehwan did not forget those stories.


That was the duty of one who carried out Destruction.


At last, Neil Crash’s words reached him.


「“But perhaps someone who leaves this Tower will reach the true ‘end of the world.’”」


With the sound of something crumbling, Jaehwan lost consciousness.


* * *


White ash drifted through the air like snow.


The gods who had been scrambling to evacuate began gathering again, one by one.


“My god... Is this real?”


The collapse of the 〈Metaverse〉.


Caspion’s landmark, which had stood for thousands of years, had fallen.


Before that historic event, even the gods seemed to gradually realize something.


A few low-grade gods sneered.


“Serves it right. It was a place that sucked low-grade gods dry.”


“What changes if you call it the 〈Metaverse〉? It was just a gambling den.”


“What happened to the gods inside? Don’t tell me they all died?”


“No way.”


As the gods murmured among themselves, employees dispatched from the 〈World Force Suppression Bureau〉 began controlling the area.


“Step back! It’s dangerous!”


Even Director Adel Richmond had come to the scene personally to take control.


“What the...”


Director Adel Richmond had heard that something unusual was happening in the 〈Metaverse〉. Still, how could the entire 〈Metaverse〉 collapse overnight? What kind of disaster was this?


That was when something wriggled within the dust that had settled over the area.


“Huh? Something’s moving over there.”


People began rising from the wreckage one by one. Jaehwan’s Allies, including Runald and Karlton, rose alongside the survivors of the 〈Metaverse〉.


Having finally been thrown out of the Tower, they looked up at the sky.


Most still seemed unable to understand their situation, their faces blank with shock.


Snow-like ash scattered over the gods’ faces.


“Ah...”


The gods stared hollowly at the ash falling from the sky.


Their expressions changed when pillars of light began rising one after another from where the ash landed.


The first pillar of light disappeared, revealing a half-naked giant.


“Hans?”


With the flutter of wings, Andersen flew over from afar.


“Huh?”


The bearded giant blinked, then looked down at his own body in disbelief.


After staring for a long time, tears rolled down his face.


“How am I...?”


That was the beginning.


Familiar figures appeared one after another from the pillars of light.


Andersen cried out.


“Marianne? Christian!”


They were all Andersen’s Followers, who had met their complete end on the Tower’s Sixth Floor five hundred years ago.


They were not the only ones.


Countless Followers were rising from the pillars of light. They were clearly people who had become Dolls or were believed to have died inside the Tower.


“What in the world...?”


Gods watching the Tower’s fall spoke in confused voices.


The dead were coming back to life. They had never heard of such a miracle.


No, there was one similar miracle.


“The Fruit of Resurrection...”


A miraculous Fruit said to fall only when someone reached the end of this 《Tree of Illusion》. Only that Fruit could turn the dead back into living beings.


Yet before their eyes, a miracle comparable to that Fruit was taking place.


The 〈World Force Suppression Bureau〉 employees, having grasped the abnormal situation, hurriedly began reporting to the Director.


“They are all souls that died in the Metaverse. The souls are returning to life.”


A miracle in which those who died inside the Tower returned to life.


Could it have something to do with the end of the world opening for an instant? The cause was unknown.


“Jaehwan!”


“Fortress Lord, where are you?”


The Allies who had recovered their senses called Jaehwan’s name from all directions.


Among those who came to their senses after hearing those voices was Ethan Cart, the King of Crows.


Ethan Cart’s Vicegerent, Jihan, spoke first.


“Ethan, this is...”


[Yes. I think you are right.]


Ethan had clearly disappeared along with Jihan’s body on the Sixth Floor.


Yet now, Ethan Cart had returned unharmed with Jihan.


It seemed as though crows were cawing somewhere.


Without thinking, Ethan raised his head and looked toward the sky of the Abyss.


[It’s the real sky.]


The 〈Metaverse〉, the prison of gods that had stood tall in 〈Caspion〉.


After thousands of years, the prisoners of that prison had finally been freed.


* * *


Three days later, the ‘Seven Divine Thrones’ finally began to move.
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「At the Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉, there is a crater 248 kilometers in diameter. According to one theory, the crater was formed roughly 210,000 years ago, exactly when the Three Ancient Gods vanished from the 《Abyss》.


Dream demons claim that the Abyss’s Ninth Site once stood where this crater now lies, and that it bears the traces of a great battle between Deus and Gestalt, who were once members of the Three Ancient Gods.


Even now, some radical dream demons advocate the provocative hypothesis that Deus’s and Gestalt’s Followers continue the battle from 210,000 years ago throughout the 《Abyss》. Nothing has yet confirmed this claim.


This crater is now called the 〈Great Forest〉 and has been designated one of the 《Abyss》’s Eight Forbidden Zones.」


“Excerpt from 『A History of Abyss Wars』.”


* * *


When Jaehwan opened his eyes again, the first thing he saw was an unfamiliar ceiling. It was a sturdy wooden ceiling built from old-fashioned martial world materials.


He groaned and sat up. World Force began circulating through his stiff joints. His body must have been badly damaged, because pain surged through him every time World Force flowed along his bloodstream.


It was hardly strange. This was the first time he had fallen from such a height. He had thought it would not be surprising if his soul had shattered into pieces, so it was a miracle that he had gotten away with only this much. The other Companions who had stood guard must have reduced the impact.


“Oh, you are awake.”


Manri Shintong entered through the door.


Jaehwan lightly rolled his shoulders and asked, “Where am I?”


“One of the safehouses operated by the Black Shop.”


“Are we still inside the 〈Metaverse〉?”


“You wrecked the 〈Metaverse〉 yourself, did you not? This is a branch in 〈Caspion〉.”


Manri Shintong drew back the safehouse curtains. Outside the window stood the remains of the 〈Metaverse〉, with only scattered framework pillars left behind.


“Does it feel real now?”


Jaehwan gave no answer.


The 〈Metaverse〉 had fallen in the end. That long virtual world had collapsed, and the Anonymous Gods had been freed.


But was that truly a good thing for the gods? It was a question with no answer.


As if he had read Jaehwan’s thoughts, Manri Shintong spoke first.


“I am not trying to blame you. If anything, I am grateful. Perhaps the beings of the Metaverse finally have a chance to truly live now. The other gods likely feel the same.”


“How long was I asleep?”


“About two days. A lot happened during that time. People are already evaluating the achievement you accomplished everywhere. There are even idle folk trying to give you a new epithet. It will probably be quite noisy once you are up and about.”


Manri Shintong brought in a tray of king dumplings and clear soup.


“Your Companions are waiting outside, but eat first.”


“Is this soup a new menu item?”


“Come to think of it, I figured it might still be too early to look for a Disciple.”


Manri Shintong looked somehow embarrassed.


“I developed a chicken broth this time. Now that we are outside the 〈Metaverse〉, I need to find another way to make a living.”


Jaehwan quietly looked down at the chicken broth before picking up his spoon and taking a mouthful.


“You will not go under for a while.”


It was the taste of real food, something he had not eaten in a long time.


* * *


Outside the safehouse stood a small manor. Above its entrance, Manri Shintong’s handwriting read Martial World Inn. It seemed he planned to use the manor as the Black Shop’s main branch from now on.


The inn was apparently already operating. Guests sat at food stalls across from the building, eating their meals. The gatekeepers took orders, while Baeko handled the payments.


The guests kept stopping Baeko to ask similar questions.


“Is the ‘God Slayer’ really staying in this manor?”


Baeko grinned.


“Eat first. If you are lucky, you might see him.”


“Ah, no, it is not like I desperately want to see him.”


The inn was already buzzing with talk of the 〈Metaverse〉’s collapse.


“Did the ‘God Slayer’ really destroy the 〈Metaverse〉?”


“I am telling you, he did. I saw it with my own eyes. He went whoosh, whoosh with his Stabs, and the Metaverse split apart with a crash...”


“Oh my god.”


Seeing how things were going, it seemed the Black Shop would not be going out of business outside the 〈Metaverse〉 either.


With a lighter heart, Jaehwan turned and headed straight for the manor’s rear garden. Runald and Karlton stood side by side there, bare-chested as they practiced Stabs into the air.


“Am I doing it right like this?”


Karlton answered Runald’s question like a stubborn teacher.


“No. Like this, like this.”


Jaehwan said, “You are both wrong.”


The two brightened, turned toward Jaehwan, and cried out.


“Fortress Lord-nim?”


“Jaehwan-nim!”


Jaehwan quickly stepped back from the two rushing toward him.


“Do not come too close.”


He looked over Runald, who was grinning, and Karlton, who was smiling softly, before dropping onto a bench in the garden. Runald hurried over to sit beside Jaehwan, but Karlton caught Runald by the shoulder and shook his head. He had likely seen Jaehwan’s expression.


They quietly watched the view of the collapsed Tower beyond the garden wall.


According to Manri Shintong, the World Force taken from the Driver had restored some of the souls in the Tower. Jaehwan did not know what had caused that miracle.


There was only one thing he knew for certain.


Because of his choice, someone would never be able to leave that Tower.


The quiet whirlpool in Jaehwan’s eyes settled.


After a while, he spoke.


“You have grown stronger, Karlton.”


“You have changed a little, Fortress Lord-nim.”


Jaehwan raised his head. Karlton gave a faint smile and added, “For the better.”


A breeze from beyond the manor passed between them.


The noisy voices of Followers. Songs bellowed by people pretending to be drunk.


“It is like Gorgon’s Northern Market Street.”


“It is.”


Some died, while others survived. Those who survived spoke freely of death as the price of survival. It was peaceful.


Jaehwan thought about that peace for a moment.


Would gods who had lived another thousand years, another ten thousand years, be different? Had they found a better way to endure this peace? He did not know.


Even Andersen had wandered for centuries because she could not forget her dead Companions.


“Where are the others?”


No sooner had he asked than Andersen’s crow came flying over from beyond the garden. Andersen was accompanied by the Followers she had recovered from the Tower. They had all been Followers from the Sixth Floor village.


It seemed not every villager had returned to life.


According to Manri Shintong, almost no souls that had been dead for more than five hundred years had been revived.


Andersen spotted Jaehwan, flapped over, and began chattering away. She repeatedly asked whether his body was all right and whether he hurt anywhere, then proudly slapped her fluffy chest.


“Ahem, what do you think? This body has quite a few Followers now.”


Then she carefully checked his reaction before adding,


“Though I am still living off your Worldview for now.”


Watching her, Jaehwan absentmindedly began, “If you want...”


It was not truly Jaehwan’s will that had swallowed Andersen’s existence. Andersen had tried to use God Devouring on Jaehwan while he was unconscious, only to be swallowed in return.


If he simply expelled Andersen from his Unique World, perhaps she could return to acting as a god in her own right.


Jaehwan shook his head.


“Why, why? What is it!”


This little god still needed to suffer a little longer.


At least for a little while longer.


“Where is your Vicegerent?”


“Still inside your Unique World. Her memories have not completely returned.”


Jaehwan thought of Rachel Young, Andersen’s Vicegerent.


Ethan had said her soul was not completely damaged yet, so she could possibly recover. Had she simply been unlucky?


Still, Andersen’s voice was not especially dark. Rachel’s condition must have improved considerably compared to before.


As Jaehwan fell into thought, Runald and Andersen took turns telling him what had happened.


The first topic he heard concerned those who had disappeared from among the Allies on the Tenth Floor.


“The Leader was the first to leave.”


Jaehwan had expected as much, since he could not sense the Leader’s World Force nearby. No longer the Leader of the ‘Alliance,’ he would have had to flee quickly to preserve his life. Many groups throughout the 《Abyss》, including the 「Rupture」 and the Seven Divine Thrones, were after him.


“Yu Seolha and Jin Eunsae appear to be gone too.”


“Yes. They left right away to catch the Leader. Eunsae left you a message, but...”


Runald hesitated, looking as though he did not want to pass it along.


“Eunsae said that since they owe you a debt, they will answer one call from you. Though I do not know if we will ever need that brat’s help.”


Jin Eunsae seemed to have developed quite a rivalry with him.


“And Rene and Martis are... They are coming now.”


Rene and Martis entered through the garden gate.


* * *


Rene drank a cup of Baekhwa liquor Manri Shintong had brought, then asked in a slightly tipsy voice, “You already know who I really am, right?”


It was funny to see her pretend to be drunk when she would not get intoxicated, but Jaehwan nodded anyway. Just as he was not a novice, he had realized long ago that Rene was no ordinary being.


“My real name is Minerva. Minerva, the God of Fate. You may have heard of me.”


Perhaps because she had revealed her identity, even her manner of speaking and tone felt different.


“Rene is the Goddess Minerva? The Minerva who runs the 《Monthly Fortune Store》?”


Runald, who had been eavesdropping nearby, made a great fuss.


Andersen, on the other hand, appeared displeased, as if she had already known Minerva’s identity.


“Why reveal that all of a sudden? I was kind enough to pretend I did not know.”


Minerva smiled without a word. She flicked the cup on the table several times with her finger, then spoke again.


“I knew from the First Floor that you were not a novice.”


“I know.”


“Because I needed to use you.”


“I know.”


“I intended to become the Driver.”


This time, Jaehwan did not say he knew.


Minerva continued.


“You said I should live in ‘Today’ rather than ‘Yesterday,’ but there is no hope left in this 《Abyss》. The gods became corrupt long ago, and their Worldviews project nothing but naked desire. Followers abuse their rights to deceive the few good gods remaining, while Cultivators are busy turning gods against one another to sell their Products.”


It was the reality of the 《Abyss》, though not one Jaehwan had only just learned.


“It is truly strange. It has been an unimaginably long time since 《Big Brother》 intervened in the affairs of the Abyss, yet the world has become harsher than it was when 《Big Brother》 ruled. The gods gave up, and the Followers despaired. No one in this world believes in real salvation anymore. Even that ‘salvation’ is only another show in this Abyss. This is not a world that can be changed because one person tries to change it. I do not even know whether the gods want to change.”


As Minerva spoke, she tapped the drone buzzing around her shoulder with her fingertip. Its camera was still broken, so it seemed completely useless for broadcasting now.


Jaehwan asked, “Is that why you tried to take over the 〈Metaverse〉?”


“That was the plan. It has all come to nothing now.”


Andersen cut in after listening to her.


“Why are you so pessimistic? Did the whole world end just because the 〈Metaverse〉 collapsed?”


It was only the destruction of one Tower. Of course, no one here could truly call that Tower merely one Tower, but it was still only the world of a single Tower. It was far too small to speak of the fate of the world.


Minerva’s reaction, though, was a little strange.


“I read Fate.”


“What Fate?”


Naturally, the God of Fate read Fate.


Some Fates were small, while others were great. Some foretold a person’s death, while others foretold the decline of a group.


And some Fates...


“The 《Abyss》 will soon be destroyed.”


Sometimes foretold the end of an entire world.
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Minerva’s declaration plunged everyone into silence for a moment.


―What do you mean? Why would the 《Abyss》 suddenly be destroyed?


“‘If the Metaverse collapses,’ the Abyss will be destroyed. That is the activation condition of the Great Fate I heard.”


Andersen asked incredulously.


―You knew that and still did not stop it?


“I tried to.”


―No, you could have just told us about the Fate!


“Would telling you have stopped it?”


Minerva looked at Jaehwan. The Allies looked at him as well.


They were realizing anew that the man before them was the very one who intended to destroy this world.


After watching Jaehwan for a while, Minerva turned to look at the Followers gathered cozily throughout the inn.


“Not every destruction will be the same. There must be many ways for a destruction to happen, many different kinds. It may sound strange, but perhaps there is even an acceptable kind of ‘destruction’ in this world.”


A wave of people swept through the inn and left, and most of the Followers who remained wore old-fashioned clothes and simple equipment. They blew on their grimy hands for warmth as they chewed dumplings.


“Another bowl here!”


Most were souls revived from the 〈Metaverse〉. It was a meal they could enjoy for the first time in hundreds of years. Some sniffled as they ate king-sized dumplings and slurped noodles, while others grinned from ear to ear.


“There is no such thing as an acceptable destruction.”


“Whether it is acceptable or not, a ‘destruction’ centered around you will happen in the end. You started all of this.”


“What are you trying to say?”


“I placed 「Fate’s Protection」 on you.”


Fate’s Protection.


Jaehwan opened and closed his hand, examining his entire body with 「Doubt」. He could not feel any new energy in particular.


“It is not a Setting you can detect so easily. I placed it on you from the very First Floor of the 〈Metaverse〉. Did you not find it strange? You survived perfectly fine despite suffering wounds that should have killed you.”


Come to think of it, he had not suffered any major injuries even after falling from the Tower. Perhaps that had been the Protection’s effect.


“Why are you helping me?”


If it was a Setting so difficult to read even with 「Doubt」, Minerva must have invested a considerable amount of World Force into using it. Perhaps that was why she could not display much power in the Tower despite her standing.


“It is a gamble of Fate placed by the Goddess of Fate.”


Minerva rose from her seat with a small grunt, then added,


“As long as you have that Protection, you will not die easily. Still, be careful. It will not work against the Seven Divine Thrones or the Twelve Great Lords.”


“Thank you.”


“There is no need to thank me. Think of it as taking out insurance. At heart, I oppose destruction.”


Minerva looked toward the Followers waiting outside the estate.


“Thanks to you, I found friends in the Tower. I plan to travel with them and look into the 〈Metaverses〉 in other regions. Even if they are fated to be destroyed in the end, we should struggle until the very end. Well then.”


Having said all she wanted to say, the Goddess of Fate lightly waved and walked away. It was a cheerful farewell, just like when they had first met. It suited Rene perfectly.


Martis, who had listened beside them the whole time, bowed to Jaehwan.


“I have decided to travel with Minerva-nim for the time being as well. Since I have returned to the 《Abyss》 after so long, I intend to meet some old Companions who may share my purpose.”


Martis, one of the Gods of Today whom Jaehwan had met on the Sixth Floor.


Jaehwan still could not understand why Martis followed him.


He had taught too many gods at once when he taught Martis, so his memories of Martis were as muddled as what he had eaten for lunch the day before yesterday.


Whether Martis knew that or not, his eyes were bright.


“I can live in Today again thanks to you, Jaehwan-nim. Wherever you are in the Abyss, I will come running the moment you call.”


Watching Martis walk away, Jaehwan thought Martis might understand the meaning of ‘Today’ better than he did. Perhaps it was only natural for someone who had lived in Yesterday before coming to live in Today to understand ‘Today’ better than someone who had always lived only in Today.


―They sure are cold. Leaving so quickly.


“Yeah.”


Andersen and Runald each muttered a word.


As they looked around the estate, now desolate after the gods’ departure, they found Karlton packing his belongings as well.


“Wait, Karlton, are you leaving too?”


Karlton gave Runald his usual warm smile, then spoke to Jaehwan.


“It should be about time for Old Man Cheongheo and Sirwen-nim to arrive. I thought I would go meet them. Something always happens if those two are left alone. It may have already happened.”


Jaehwan nodded.


It was true that leaving those two alone was worrying.


“Would you like to come with me?”


“No, I have something to do.”


“Understood. We will continue the conversation once everyone has gathered.”


Karlton turned away with a large bundle, clearly stuffed full of dumplings, slung over his back.


“And Fortress Lord, perhaps it is time you built up a force of your own.”


Karlton paused at the entrance of the estate and suddenly left those words behind.


“I am only suggesting you give it some thought. See you.”


“Hyung! Be careful!”


“Sure. See you soon.”


With those final words, Karlton left without delay. His chin tucked in and his back straight, he looked unmistakably like the stubborn Karlton even from a distance.


Once Karlton had left, Jaehwan began noticing Followers besides the Allies.


Followers leaned against the wall across from the rear garden, casting furtive glances in his direction. Some were strangers, but others had familiar faces. Most appeared to be remnants of the Gods of Today who had learned Stab in the 〈Metaverse〉, or souls revived by the collapse of the 〈Metaverse〉.


“They are people who spent their entire lives trapped in the Tower.”


Manri Shintong emerged from the house and spoke with his hands clasped behind his back.


“They will do anything you tell them to. They have been in the 〈Metaverse〉 so long that they have forgotten how to live without a Task.”


“I am not a babysitter.”


“I am not asking you to babysit them. You brought them out, so give them at least their first job.”


Just then, one of those lingering near the entrance of the estate hesitantly approached. He was a fierce-looking man. Jaehwan thought he might be looking for trouble, but the voice that came out was as quiet as a mosquito’s buzz.


“Um, excuse me...”


The man bit his lip, then abruptly threw himself face-down on the ground and shouted.


“Please accept me as your subordinate!”


“No.”


“Th-then...”


The man looked up at Jaehwan with tears in his eyes. Despite his appearance, the amount of World Force Jaehwan could sense from him was low.


Jaehwan was about to say something when Andersen whispered.


―Looks like a Vicegerent of a Concept God, or a Follower of a low-grade god. If you do not take him in here, he probably has nowhere else to go.


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan said,


“Go sweep the yard or something.”


“Yes!”


The man’s expression brightened, and he fetched a broom from somewhere before beginning to sweep the estate.


That was the beginning.


“Um...”


“Excuse me, me too.”


“I can do anything!”


Followers appeared one after another and formed a line before Jaehwan.


Jaehwan glared at them for a moment, then said,


“Go over there and stab at anything.”


“Yes!”


As if they had made a promise, they took off their shirts and began doing Stab together with matching shouts. Followers who had lacked the courage to speak to Jaehwan quietly joined in as well, and in no time an unruly army had formed.


Before long, the rear garden was filled with Followers stabbing toward the sky.


When he looked beside him, Manri Shintong stood with his arms folded, smiling contentedly.


“Do you not think they could become a decent army?”


“I am more comfortable alone.”


“Of course you are more comfortable alone, but it will be hard to become happy alone.”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Runald had somehow moved to stand before the Followers and was demonstrating while imitating Karlton.


“That is not how you do it. Like this!”


“L-like this?”


“No, like this!”


He was wrong. This time, though, Jaehwan did not point it out.


The Followers gathered close together and began performing incorrect Stabs toward the sky.


Perhaps Manri Shintong was right. Maybe doing the wrong Stab together was more fun than doing the right Stab alone.


Jaehwan suddenly looked down at Dokbul at his waist.


For a very long time, he had performed Stab alone with this sword.


Could he continue winning the same way?


Could the ‘end of the Tree of Illusion’ truly be reached through one person’s efforts alone?


As if proving Jaehwan’s uncertainty, large and small cracks had formed along Dokbul’s hilt and scabbard. Under normal circumstances, it should have repaired itself naturally, but there was clearly a problem with its function.


Perhaps he had overstrained it while destroying the 〈Metaverse〉.


“I want to have this sword repaired. Do you know any blacksmiths?”


“There are plenty of blacksmiths. Are you planning to repair that sword?”


When Jaehwan nodded, Manri Shintong bent down and carefully examined Dokbul’s condition.


“It is obviously no ordinary sword. It is not something ordinary blacksmiths can handle.”


Naturally. Jaehwan’s scabbard had been made by Meikal, Deputy Workshop Master of Twilight Dusk, a blacksmith with some renown even in 《Chaos》.


Jaehwan thought of Meikal’s face for the first time in a while.


“With a scabbard like this, it would be difficult for anyone but a Dream Demon to work on it. It is the work of a remarkable artisan.”


Would Meikal be pleased if he heard Manri Shintong say that?


Meikal Garnad, the blacksmith who had lived his whole life with an inferiority complex toward Dream Demons. How was he living now?


It was then that Manri Shintong said something unexpected.


“Good timing. A famous Dream Demon is visiting 〈Caspion〉 right now.”


“A Dream Demon?”


“Not a 「Master」, but in terms of skill alone, they would not be lacking even compared to a 「Master」. They should be nearby. I heard they opened a temporary shop for this festival.”


A Dream Demon like that piqued Jaehwan’s curiosity as well. Sirwen was the only Dream Demon he had met in person so far.


A festival...


“A festival to celebrate the Tower’s collapse?”


“Ah, you would not know. Caspion is normally in festival season right now. Have you heard of the 〈Caspion Grand Auction〉?”


He had. Being chased away from the entrance to that auction house had been what led him to enter the 〈Metaverse〉 in the first place.


“If you have time, it would not be a bad idea to visit the Grand Auction House while you are there.”


“I do not have good memories of that place.”


“Is that so? Still, there may be something among this auction’s items that catches your interest.”


For an instant, light returned to Jaehwan’s indifferent eyes.


“Is Yoonhwan being auctioned off?”


“Always talking about that friend, awake or asleep. It is not that friend. Still, it is certainly a Product that will interest you.”


The sky of the 《Abyss》 reflected in Manri Shintong’s eyes.


Now, both Jaehwan and Manri Shintong knew clearly.


There was something beyond that sky.


And long ago, there had been people who challenged that ‘beyond.’


As if reminding him of that fact, Manri Shintong finished speaking.


“There is a rumor that an Ancient God’s ‘Three Divine Artifacts’ will appear at this Grand Auction.”
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After leaving the manor, Jaehwan headed straight into the busy part of the city.


“We are going to the blacksmith’s first.”


He had left Manri Shintong to handle the Followers waiting at the manor. Jaehwan had not ignored Karlton’s advice to build a force, but no matter how he thought about it, he had no desire to lead them and accomplish anything.


“It has been a while since it was just the three of us.”


Runald followed behind, humming as if he were in a good mood.


Jaehwan examined Runald’s World Force, which had grown noticeably steadier since they left 〈Metaverse〉. Even throughout the entire 《Abyss》, it would be rare for a soul to mature this much in such a short time.


At this rate, Runald might soon be able to handle the Vicegerent of an ordinary mid or high-grade god without much trouble.


“We will be able to keep traveling as the three of us, right?”


“Do not say things like that.”


“What? Why is that ominous?”


“Never mind.”


Andersen kept sighing, but she did not look particularly unhappy.


Advertisements listing the items up for auction were playing all along the road to Festival Street.


[Meet Master Craftsman ‘Bergel’s’ new product at the Grand Auction House!]


[‘Serengeti.’ We will restore your lost instincts.]


The weapons and armor were clearly made from high-grade materials.


Runald stared at the advertisement, then asked, “Are Parts made by dream demons really that good?”


“They are a little overpriced, honestly, but they are good. There is a reason luxury brands are luxury brands.”


“Have you used luxury goods too, Andersen-nim?”


“Of course. I used to be rich.”


Andersen seemed genuinely interested in the subject. She began listing the dream demon brands she knew.


“Every dream demon at Master Craftsman level or above has a brand of their own. Bergel, Liberty, Reinholtz, Serengeti... Even without the inflated prices, Parts made by dream demons of that caliber perform differently.”


Some of those brands sounded familiar.


“Do we really need to use things made by dream demons? Humans can make the same things, can’t they? For example... Jaehwan-nim can use [Processing] too, right?”


Judging by how Runald was estimating Jaehwan’s abilities, it seemed Runald now understood Awakening fairly well.


Jaehwan, who had been listening, spoke for the first time.


“I can use it, but I cannot do the same things dream demons do.”


No matter how much Awakened Ones defied the System, there was an inborn gap between dream demons and humans. If effort alone could solve everything, Meikal would not have suffered so much.


Andersen added to Jaehwan’s explanation.


“Dream demons are a species specialized in ‘imagination’ from birth. Anyone can make a Part, but products made by dream demons have a different level of detail.”


“Detail?”


“Those dream demon bastards all get obsessed with strange things. Concepts like freedom and eternity, emotions and desires, sometimes even species like humans or orcs. The details in their products change depending on what a dream demon is obsessed with. It is not something you can reproduce by copying them. Some things in this world can only be made by someone who is truly insane.”


By the time they finished talking, they had reached a plaza in the shopping district. Shops draped in colorful banners lined the main road stretching to the left.


Runald brightened.


“I think it is over there.”


Behind them stood the dome-shaped grand auction house. The road Manri Shintong had called Festival Street seemed to be this area.


“That checkpoint again.”


The problem was the checkpoint blocking the way to the auction house. It looked like they would have to pass through it again to enter the street.


“We do not have a Public Trust Certificate yet. Will that be all right?”


They needed at least five Followers to receive a Public Trust Certificate.


Of course, Jaehwan had not gained a single Follower throughout the long journey through 〈Metaverse〉.


“Why not take the people waiting at the manor as Followers?”


He would have done so in the past.


Yet Jaehwan had changed a great deal while passing through 〈Metaverse〉.


He would eventually destroy this world. Asking the people who would live in it to help him was absurd.


One insane god and one Follower were enough to follow him while knowing his goal.


Jaehwan walked straight up to the checkpoint attendant and showed his Public Trust Certificate.


‘What? Where did you get that?’


‘Manri Shintong made it for me.’


The attendant studied the certificate Jaehwan held out.


“Is this not fake?”


“It is not.”


“It is fake.”


Jaehwan conspicuously stroked Dokbul’s hilt before speaking again.


“It is not.”


The attendant stared at Jaehwan in disbelief.


“Who exactly are you...”


Jaehwan was considering whether it would be better to send the attendant flying when a man who seemed to be the checkpoint chief approached with a pale face.


“Are you perhaps ‘God Slayer Jaehwan-nim’?”


People all around them turned to look at him.


“God Slayer?”


“Could that be the ‘Metaverse Destroyer’?”


“The one who recently rose to the Eight Heavens...”


Rumors about Jaehwan had apparently spread throughout 〈Caspion〉 already. Eyes full of reverence and hostility alike gathered on him.


The checkpoint chief looked at Jaehwan with a face drained white.


“My apologies. Even if you are ‘Heaven Destroyer,’ rules are rules...”


“Heaven Destroyer?”


“D-Do you dislike that title?”


The checkpoint chief could not even meet Jaehwan’s eyes, as if he had no idea how the rumors had spread.


Then the crowd’s Pushes caught in Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」.


“Looks like the rumor about his awful temper was true. I heard he does not care about rules at all.”


Jaehwan quietly took his hand off Dokbul’s hilt.


“I heard he destroyed the Tower like that too. Apparently, he threw away the Task because he did not like it, broke through the ceiling, and climbed up.”


That part was true.


“Crazy. Is something like that even possible?”


“I heard he always strips naked when he fights too.”


That was true as well.


“He really is insane. Why would he take off his clothes?”


None of the rumors were wrong, so Jaehwan continued listening while touching Dokbul’s hilt.


“Wait. He is wearing clothes today?”


“That is why it is a problem.”


“Why?”


“Does that not mean he is even crazier than usual?”


As Jaehwan touched Dokbul’s hilt faster and faster, the checkpoint chief took five or six steps back with a shriek. The chief looked ready to sound an intrusion alarm across the entire auction house.


An unexpected voice saved the chief.


“They are my Allies. Let them through.”


Since when had the man been there?


A tall man stood before the checkpoint with a group at his side. Ash-gray hair fluttered over a pure white cape. His warm smile was so bright that the surroundings seemed to light up, and the checkpoint chief stared blankly for a moment.


The chief came to his senses only after noticing the small star emblem hanging from the man’s chest.


“Are you the ‘Star Chaser’?”


The crowd stirred again.


“Good heavens.”


“The Star Chaser!”


...


“The King of the Third World Federation.”


“...iad... Declan.”


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes. A strange sense of familiarity washed over him through the scattered Pushes.


He looked over the man’s Subordinates. Every one of them wore the same white cape, and a cold, impersonal hostility radiated from them.


Something else about the man was even stranger.


He was not like Russell of the Seven Stars, who displayed strength openly.


He was not like Shiyu, the God of Aging, who refined his power to an extreme degree.


Nor did he give Jaehwan the sense that his strength could not be measured accurately, like the Leader. He did not carry the Driver’s mysterious air either.


That was why it felt strange.


Every powerhouse had a way of revealing their existence.


Some revealed themselves by displaying their Combat Power, while others revealed themselves precisely by concealing their World Force.


Yet this man did not simply seem to be displaying or hiding his strength.


It was as if he was not here at all.


Only then did Jaehwan feel a little chilled.


The man had entered Jaehwan’s range and walked around as he pleased, yet Jaehwan could barely sense his presence.


In other words, if the man had decided to kill Jaehwan, he might have been able to do so at any time.


No, perhaps not.


It was not that Jaehwan felt nothing.


He expanded his senses and activated 「Doubt」 across the entire area, including the man. Then, a faint but unpleasant feeling caught in his senses.


Something small and quiet, like a butterfly’s fluttering wings or a mouse’s breathing, yet clearly present.


Perhaps noticing Jaehwan’s gaze, the man’s eyes gleamed with interest.


Still, he did not show displeasure or hostility. He simply smiled brightly once more.


The man asked the flustered checkpoint chief, “Is my name not on the attendee list?”


“N-No! We were already informed that you would be coming. But...”


The checkpoint chief looked back and forth between the man and Jaehwan in disbelief.


“You are traveling together?”


“That is right. I will vouch for their identities as well. Though I do not know why there is any need to vouch for them in the first place.”


The man laughed heartily, and the checkpoint chief scratched the back of his head in embarrassment.


The crowd was in an uproar because of the man’s words.


“The Star Chaser and the God Slayer are moving together?”


“Good heavens. What an incredible combination.”


“This auction will be worth watching.”


In the end, the checkpoint chief seemed to give up and opened the way.


“Understood. You may enter.”


The man had easily passed through a checkpoint that even Manri Shintong’s forged credentials could not overcome.


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes and examined the man’s face again.


Star Chaser.


It was an epithet that felt as if it should remind him of something.


Strangely, though, he could not recall any information about the man. Even 『Record of the Abyss』, which had always provided useful information whenever something unknown appeared, remained silent this time.


The strangest one was Andersen.


By now, Andersen should have been chattering in Jaehwan’s head about the man, yet she kept her beak tightly shut on his shoulder.


Jaehwan finally asked first.


‘Andersen.’


‘Hm?’


‘Who is that bastard?’


‘Who?’


She looked as though she had not noticed the man’s presence at all.


When Jaehwan pointed at the man with his chin, Andersen jumped in surprise.


“What? When did this bastard get here?”


Had she failed to notice because she was lost in thought?


Jaehwan briefly explained the situation, though he kept some doubt to himself. Andersen replied.


“The Star Chaser? I have heard of that title. He leads the Third World Federation and is fairly famous throughout the 《Abyss》. But that is him?”


Andersen groaned for a long time as if she were trying to pull up an old memory, but she could not offer any meaningful information.


It was strange. A powerhouse Andersen, who had lived for thousands of years, did not know well, yet one who surprised everyone around them.


Could someone like that exist?


Still, the man had helped him.


Jaehwan gave a simple word of thanks.


“Thanks.”


“Not at all. It is an honor to be able to help.”


“Do you know me?”


“Is there anyone in the present 《Abyss》 who does not know you? God Slayer. No, I suppose I should call you Heaven Destroyer now.”


“Heaven Destroyer?”


The man tilted his head, then smiled.


“Surely you do not know your own new epithet?”


Only then did Jaehwan remember what Manri Shintong had said. He had mentioned that people who loved gossip had given Jaehwan a new nickname.


“Two days ago, you became one of the Eight Heavens of the Abyss. ‘Heaven Destroyer’ is the epithet given to you for becoming the Abyss’s eighth Heaven.”


Heaven Destroyer.


It was a grand title.


“What is your name?”


“It is an unremarkable name, so I do not know whether you have heard it.”


The man was looking up at the sky, as if counting invisible stars beyond the clear blue expanse. When he looked back at Jaehwan, his eyes held the sky he had just been watching.


“My name is Maiad van Declan.”


The instant he heard the name, Jaehwan reflexively gripped Dokbul’s hilt.


Maiad van Declan.


He knew that name. He had even thought of it often.


A chill ran down his spine. He doubted how this could be possible.


No matter how hard he thought, he could not remember.


He could not understand it. Every link to the information surrounding that man’s name had been severed from Jaehwan’s memory.


“Is something wrong?”


Beyond that blank in his memories, the man smiled at Jaehwan.
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Runald was the first to speak.


“Jaehwan-nim. Something feels suspicious. I have traveled through the 《Abyss》 for a long time, and everyone who smiled like that was a swindler.”


Maiad’s expression turned serious.


“I am a good person.”

“See? He talks like a swindler.”


Maiad looked to his Subordinates as if he had been wronged.


At his silent plea for them to defend him, the Subordinates exchanged whispers.


“To be honest, the boss does have that side to him.”

“But calling him a swindler is going too far, isn’t it?”

“Have you forgotten what happened to Mirel after listening to the boss and doing that weird training?”

“Still, Mirel did get stronger.”

“That is true.”


Maiad did not seem to be a boss who commanded much faith from his Subordinates. After an intense debate, they appeared to settle on calling Maiad a “kind-hearted swindler.”


Before they could reach their conclusion, Maiad hurriedly cut in.


“Anyway, I truly am a good person.”

“I understand.”

“Do you believe me?”

“No.”

“I see. It seems we are headed the same way. If you do not mind, I can show you the way. Is there somewhere you are looking for?”


Jaehwan did not trust people by nature.


Instead, he trusted Maiad’s actions.


If Maiad had meant them harm, the Allies would already have been in danger. He did not know whether this was a trap, but for now, accepting the favor and watching how things unfolded was the best course.


“I intend to commission a dream demon.”

“Ah, then I know who you are looking for.”

“...?”

“There is only one dream demon at this festival who accepts commissions in person.”


Maiad seemed familiar with the festival. He had apparently guessed which dream demon Jaehwan was looking for from those words alone.


It was funny, considering Manri Shintong had not told Jaehwan who that dream demon was.


“That works out well. I have an item entrusted to that dream demon too, so let us go together.”


Maiad casually joined the Allies, then took the lead and began guiding them.


Merchants who recognized him on the street greeted him warmly.


“Maiad. You came again this year?”

“Yes. Is business going well?”

“It has been a washout.”


The merchants laughed heartily.


Maiad bought fish skewers from street stalls and tried on newly released Parts designed as accessories. Jaehwan was not in any particular hurry either, so he strolled along while looking over the goods.


“This is a gift.”


Maiad gave him a small key-shaped necklace as a souvenir. Runald pressed close to Jaehwan’s side and whispered.


“Jaehwan-nim. It definitely has poison on it. The shop owner must be in on it too.”


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan put the necklace around Andersen’s neck.


Andersen gave a quiet caw.


“It is a nice necklace.”


The Part was a useful necklace with an 「inventory」 Setting. They had needed a travel bag anyway, so it seemed useful to keep it on Andersen and use it as storage.


Maiad also bought each of his Subordinates useless bracelets and rings as souvenirs. The Subordinates accepted them with reluctant expressions, then began nagging him.


“You are spending money on useless things again.”

“You know we do not have much of a budget left, right?”

“At this rate, we are all going bankrupt.”


Despite their words, none of them seemed to dislike the gifts.


Watching Maiad grin while surrounded by those Subordinates, Jaehwan became aware once again that this man was completely different from him.


Someone who shone brightly no matter who he was with. Someone who made everyone feel at ease.


Yoonhwan, who had cleared the 《Tower of Nightmares》 with him, had been that kind of person too.


“Sorry for making you wait.”

“It seems you have good people around you.”

“They all recognized that I am a good person. They say good people naturally gather around other good people.”

“Good people do not say things like that about themselves.”

“Do you belong to an organization, Jaehwan-nim? With your reputation, I imagine you have been receiving plenty of offers lately.”


Jaehwan paused before answering.


“I prefer being alone.”

“I do too, actually.”


That was what he said, but Maiad did not look like a man suited to being alone. As he had said himself, he seemed like the sort of good person everyone could easily come to like.


“Until nine hundred years ago, I traveled alone too. I believed I could live well enough by myself.”


Maiad walked with his hands behind his back, his gaze fixed on the sky ahead. He was a man who especially liked to walk while looking at the sky.


“There was a dream demon I was close to back then. That friend told me, ‘No matter how great someone’s imagination is, they cannot fill this entire world alone.’”

“...”

“I only laughed at the time, but these days, I often think of those words.”

“Is that the dream demon we are going to meet now?”

“No. That friend left this world long ago.”

“I am sorry.”

“Do not be. They are probably watching me from beyond a distant sky and laughing at me right now.”


Maiad shook his head with a faint smile, then pointed ahead.


“We have arrived.”


At a glance, it was a stall that looked as though it had been thrown together just to meet the bare minimum.


Unlike the other brands, the shop had no advertisements. A small nameplate hung above it.


[Ignel]


Ignel? Jaehwan felt as though he had heard that name somewhere before.


Andersen spoke.


“Good heavens. This is a forge run by Ignel?”


‘Do you know that dream demon?’


“That... um... Strange. Why can’t I remember it?”


Perhaps the gifted necklace truly had been poisoned, because Andersen had not seemed well since earlier.


Jaehwan approached the shop first.


A long line had formed along the roadside outside its entrance. It seemed to be a queue waiting to enter.


“What do you mean, ten minutes before entry? When is it opening?”

“I am sorry, but Ignel-nim is still... You in line there, take a numbered ticket first!”


A craftsman at the entrance was diligently handing out numbered tickets.


When Maiad approached and greeted them, the craftsman bowed deeply.


“Maiad-nim. It has been a long time.”

“It has been a while, Heukryun. Where is Ignel-nim?”

“Preparing inside.”


Maiad abruptly tried to enter the shop, prompting complaints from the customers in the back.


“Wait a second. I have been waiting since yesterday! Who the hell is that?”

“He has a reservation.”

“Still...!”


The aura of the customer approaching while releasing rough World Force was far from ordinary.


At that moment, Maiad’s subordinates all turned their eyes toward the customer.


As though red paint had been spilled all at once over a colorless background, a thick scent of blood filled the entire street.


It lasted only an instant, but Jaehwan clearly sensed the moment Maiad’s subordinates revealed their World Pressure.


He was surprised.


Each of the Subordinates, who had concealed their World Pressure all this time, was close to the level of the Metaverse Six Gods.


The giant standing directly behind Maiad, especially, was a supreme powerhouse whose victory Jaehwan could not guarantee. At the very least, they were equal to the Leader, if not stronger.


“That is enough.”


With Maiad’s voice, the bloody scent vanished from the street as though it had been washed away.


Maiad smiled kindly at the customer.


“I am sorry, but I made a reservation first.”

“Y-Yes. If you made a reservation, there is nothing to be done.”


The customer retreated while trembling. Though they tried not to show it, they appeared deeply shaken.


Strangely, no one except that customer seemed to have sensed the killing intent from before at all.


Jaehwan frowned and was about to speak when the craftsman asked Maiad.


“Um, Maiad-nim. Who are the people with you?”

“They are my Allies.”

“Only one person may enter with Maiad-nim.”


Maiad rubbed his chin with a finger as he looked at Jaehwan and Runald.


“Hmm. Could you make an exception for this little one too?”

“By little one, you mean...”


Runald looked up at the craftsman with the eyes of a rain-soaked cat.


The craftsman looked Runald over for a moment, as if appraising a counterfeit, then nodded.


“All right. This little one may come too.”


Jaehwan and Runald were about to follow Maiad into the shop when the craftsman looked at the crow on Jaehwan’s shoulder.


“I am sorry, but pets are not allowed inside.”


Jaehwan took a large dumpling out of the necklace inventory around Andersen’s neck and held it up.


“She’s storage.”


* * *


While Runald soothed the fuming Andersen, Jaehwan looked around the inside of the shop.


It was his first time entering a dream demon’s personal space since he had visited Sirwen’s workshop. The shop was more spacious than it looked from outside, and weapons that seemed to be dream demon creations hung on every wall.


Jaehwan looked at a greatsword hanging on the wall.


“I thought dream demons mainly made Towers.”


Maiad, who had been examining the weapons beside him, nodded meaningfully.


“They do mainly make Towers.”

“This is a Tower too.”

“You are quick to notice.”


Perhaps Jaehwan’s assumption that a Tower had to take the shape of a building had been a prejudice.


Whatever shape it took, if its creator called it a Tower, then it was a Tower.


Still, if every Tower was made for cultivation, then what did this Tower exist to cultivate?


Runald’s voice interrupted his thoughts.


“Jaehwan-nim. Look over here.”


Runald was examining weapons displayed in a corner of the shop. They were enclosed in glass cases, and even at a glance, they were far finer than the other weapons.


The first thing to catch Jaehwan’s eye was a white sword displayed in the case at the front.
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Dokbul at his waist began to hum.


At the same moment, the white sword in the glass case began to emit a faint light, as if it were responding to Dokbul.


“Interesting. This is the first time I have seen God’s Collection react.”

“God’s Collection?”

“It is Ignel’s signature line. Ignel’s own masterpiece, meant to challenge the Three Divine Artifacts of the Three Ancient Gods.”

“You seem to know a lot about weapons.”

“I know as much as most gods. When you live long enough, you naturally pick up one idle hobby or another.”


Maiad tapped the glass case a few times with his fingertips, as though soothing the sword inside. The sword stopped humming as if by magic.


“Few dream demons make Parts that challenge the Three Divine Artifacts like Ignel does these days. They have all turned their attention to other fields.”

“Why?”

“Well, naturally...”


Maiad had been speaking casually, but he tilted his head when he saw Jaehwan’s expression.


“Do you not know much about the Three Divine Artifacts?”

“I know they are powerful weapons.”

“If you do not mind, may I talk a little about them? I have always enjoyed explaining things.”


Jaehwan had not even given permission, but Maiad began explaining the Three Ancient Gods’ Three Divine Artifacts as though he were a museum guide.


“To explain the Three Divine Artifacts, we must first talk about the Three Ancient Gods.”


According to Maiad, before 《Big Brother》 appeared, three gods were called the strongest in the 《Abyss》.


Legendary gods who had reached the pinnacle of the 《Abyss》 alone, without anyone’s help.


The Abyss called them the Three Ancient Gods.


God Slayer Catastrophe.

Plausibility Destroyer Deus.

Illusion Executioner Gestalt.


“The Three Divine Artifacts are their primary Parts, left behind before the Three Ancient Gods disappeared. Catastrophe’s Void Sword. Gestalt’s Eye. Deus’s Deus Ex Machina. You have probably heard of them at least once.”


Jaehwan looked down at the white sword, said to be Ignel’s masterpiece.


“This does not seem to be on the level of the Three Divine Artifacts.”


Having used the Void Sword, one of the Three Divine Artifacts, himself, Jaehwan could say that with certainty.


“Of course it is not. The Three Divine Artifacts were made by the greatest Masters in history.”


Maiad continued in a voice filled with strange reverence.


“It was an extraordinary era. Every dream demon struggled to create ‘a single Tower.’ Even now, no Part has surpassed the Three Divine Artifacts...”


Then someone interrupted Maiad.


“Do you think the Three Divine Artifacts became what they are because they were such incredible weapons? They became the Three Divine Artifacts because the people who wielded them were the Three Ancient Gods.”


Maiad laughed heartily.


“That is right. The one who determines a weapon’s worth is its owner.”

“You still laugh like an idiot, Maiad.”


A small blacksmith walked out from the back of the workshop.


A dream demon with a small frame and brilliantly shining eyes.


Yet there was something familiar about the dream demon’s appearance.


At nearly the same time, the dream demon recognized Jaehwan too.


“You...”


More precisely, the dream demon recognized Jaehwan’s scabbard.


“Who made that scabbard for you?”


Jaehwan had never met the dream demon before him.


But he had seen a portrait of this dream demon once.


Slowly opening his mouth, Jaehwan felt a brief pang of longing.


“Meikal Garnad.”


He had once gone to a forge in 《Chaos》 to find this dream demon.


〈Twilight Dusk〉, the greatest forge in 《Chaos》.


The Workshop Master had been absent, but Jaehwan faintly remembered the name.


“I see. Is my disciple doing well?”


Ignel of the Deep Dusk, the greatest Master Craftsman of the age.
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Jaehwan sat with Maiad and Runald, drinking tea as they waited for Ignel.


Since coming to the 《Abyss》, he had been drinking an unusual amount of tea. This one tasted as though metal had been steeped in it. Then again, not everyone in the 《Abyss》 could be an expert in tea ceremonies.


“How strange. A master repairing the scabbard his Disciple made.”


Maiad had not touched his tea.


Clanging sounds repeatedly echoed from deeper inside the workshop. It seemed Ignel was conducting some sort of experiment on Dokbul’s scabbard.


A short while later, Ignel drew back the workshop curtain and appeared.


“It is not a scabbard so bad it cannot be used. But its durability is nearly spent.”


The scabbard had been made from the horn of Garnak, the Five-Horned Beast. It had been sturdy enough to endure Jaehwan’s Normal Stab, but that was only true back in 《Chaos》.


Every enemy Jaehwan had faced recently could have hunted Garnak alone.


“You told me news about my Disciple, so I will make you a scabbard as a token of appreciation.”


This was an opportunity to receive a handmade item from none other than Master Craftsman Ignel.


Looking at the cracked scabbard, Jaehwan said, “Can’t you just reinforce this one?”


“You want me to lay hands on this half-baked work?”


“It means something to me.”


Ignel furrowed his brow and was about to speak when Maiad smoothly cut in.


“I do not think it deserves such harsh criticism. Its level of completion is hard to believe for something made by a human.”


“Hmph. What would a brat like you know?”


“The craftsman who made this scabbard must have trained 「Crafting」 for a very long time.”


Maiad’s fingertips brushed across the scabbard’s surface. His touch was delicate, as if he were reading the history tangled within it.


“Only a craftsman who knew they would fail, yet still wished to take one more step forward, could create something like this.”


“It is still something made by a human.”


“That is exactly why it has greater value. I believe Ignel-nim could bring out this work’s hidden potential.”


At Maiad’s gentle words, Ignel awkwardly scratched his cheek.


“The base material is garbage. It is a scabbard made from nothing more than a horned beast’s horn. No matter how much effort I put in, it will be difficult to improve it.”


“Hmm. Is it difficult even for Ignel-nim?”


“This is not a matter of difficulty. Repairing it itself would be meaningless. It is crude and rough, but it has rules and order of its own. Its grade is not high, yet it has a Dignity skill embedded in it. Above all, the creator’s intent to conceal the sword’s true worth is clearly built into its design. That must have been the function requested by the client.”


A Master Craftsman truly was a Master Craftsman. With a single examination, Ignel had accurately grasped the scabbard’s intended purpose.


Maiad spoke in admiration.


“Amazing. Even Ignel-nim cannot touch such a ‘clear design.’”


“I said I will not, not that I cannot.”


“To think there is a weapon that Master Ignel-nim cannot repair...”


“Did you come here to pick a fight?”


“Jaehwan-nim, you may not know this, but Ignel-nim is truly remarkable.”


Ignel looked dumbfounded when Maiad abruptly turned toward Jaehwan.


“People call Ignel-nim things like the ‘Master Craftsman among Master Craftsmen’ and the ‘Last Master Craftsman,’ but Ignel-nim’s ability entered the ranks of Masters long ago. Ignel-nim should have been recognized as a Master long ago, but unfortunately, the Dream Demon Association came to dislike Ignel-nim.”


“Hmph. I do not need recognition from those Association bastards. What would people who only make outdated Towers know about Towers?”


Perhaps feeling better, Ignel set down the scabbard and held out a hand.


“Show me the sword.”


Perhaps it was because Maiad had called Ignel a Master, but Ignel’s eyes had become much more serious.


When Jaehwan handed over Dokbul, Ignel began examining it with deep, focused eyes, from its damaged hilt to its blade.


Jaehwan noticed the finely moving waves of World Force in Ignel’s gaze.


Jaehwan did not trust talent. Yet the movement of World Force unfolding before him could only have been possible in the realm of talent.


Ignel’s World Pressure itself was not particularly high. Still, the ability to manipulate a small amount of World Force at the level of individual particles and scan the blade was beyond human imagination.


“A spirit weapon.”


Ignel did not seem particularly surprised, even after discovering that fact.


Maiad asked, “Is it naturally occurring?”


“It is not.”


“Then it must be someone’s creation.”


After a moment of silence, Ignel shook their head.


“I do not think it is that either.”


“Neither naturally occurring nor someone’s creation? Is that possible?”


“Maiad. There are not only two kinds of possibilities in this world. Just as Adaptation and Awakening are not everything in the world.”


“But in this case, do those two options not encompass every possibility?”


Despite Maiad’s logical argument, Ignel only continued shaking Ignel’s head.


“This is the first time I have seen a case like this. It is worth researching. If you leave me the sword too, I will reinforce the scabbard as you wish. I will not charge you for repairs, either.”


Jaehwan was slightly surprised by the unexpected offer.


“You will not charge me?”


“You do not look like you could pay anyway. How much do you think my commission fees are?”


Jaehwan briefly considered how much trust he had left. Come to think of it, he seemed to have converted all of it into World Force and used it.


“I know your type well. You will probably make some absurd proposal about doing something other than paying me. Like bringing me the scales of the White Dragon Alkaraas, or stealing the claws of Ice Dragon Velkisus. Anyway, you will confidently spout nonsense in the voice of some mass-produced Product climbing a mass-produced Tower.”


Maiad smiled awkwardly at those words.


Runald, who had been listening in from beside them, whispered in admiration, “Actually, I was wondering whether we should offer Andersen-nim as payment, since we do not have much trust left.”


Jaehwan nodded and asked, “How long will it take?”


“One month.”


“That is too long.”


“One month is the minimum. Look somewhere else if you do not like it. Though I do not know whether there is another craftsman nearby who can handle a sword like this.”


Ignel spoke as if going elsewhere would be pointless anyway.


“I will return in a month.”


“You should have said that from the start.”


Grumbling, Ignel took Dokbul and rose from the seat. Dokbul let out a shriek and tried to open its mouth, but Ignel skillfully slid Dokbul into its scabbard. This was not the skill of someone who had handled spirit weapons only once or twice.


Jaehwan watched Ignel for a while, then said, “I need a sword to use in the meantime.”


“Hmm... Well, pick whatever you want from over there.”


Jaehwan looked over the weapons hanging along the wall Ignel pointed to. They were all high-quality arms, but none felt like the right choice.


Jaehwan said to Runald, “Pick one too.”


“Really?”


Jaehwan nodded.


The weapons were rather expensive, but he thought he could afford this much. It was also time Runald used proper equipment.


“What about me?”


“I gave you a necklace.”


“What kind of equipment is that?”


While Jaehwan’s Allies chose weapons, Ignel returned after installing Dokbul on the workbench. Wearing gloves, Ignel opened the glass case.


Maiad asked, “Is that the sword I will use?”


“You are quick to catch on.”


Ignel removed a white sword from the glass case.
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It was the model Jaehwan and Maiad had been looking at earlier.


Once it emerged from the glass case, the sword emitted an even nobler radiance. Its light must have been suppressed inside the case.


“I distinctly asked for something at the level of the Three Divine Artifacts.”


“If you make an effort, it may become a Three Divine Artifact. It is the third model in my signature collection.”


When Ignel placed a scabbard over the blade of white light, a beautiful radiance ran along the ornate patterns engraved into it.


Its design resembled cracks spreading from a source of sunlight.


Jaehwan stepped closer to inspect the sword as well. Regardless of its performance, it was the most beautiful sword Jaehwan had ever seen.


“Are there other swords in this series?”


“There are ones that could be called its elders. Ignis took the first model, and Chronos stole the second.”


Runald, who had been looking at the weapons, asked in shock, “Do you mean the God of Flames Ignis and the God of Time Chronos?”


“Are there people who would dare impersonate those names?”


A collection used by none other than the Seven Divine Thrones.


And the newly completed third sword was intended for the man called Maiad before them.


“I am no worse than those two. How should I pay you?”


“I heard your people defeated the White Dragon Alkaraas.”


“If we give you all of it, what are we supposed to live on?”


Maiad sounded grumpy, but did not say Maiad would refuse to pay. Ignel’s work was likely worth that much.


Neat letters, which appeared to be the sword’s name, were engraved on the scabbard’s surface.


Coexistence.


Runald asked, “Is that the sword’s name?”


“Yes.”


“Who named it?”


“Who else? Me, of course.”


Ignel proudly puffed out their chest, and Runald leaned close to Jaehwan’s ear again.


“It sounds like an edgelord name.”


“I heard that.”


“I meant it sounds cool.”


After observing the sword, Jaehwan asked, “Are there any remaining models from the same series?”


“You think there would be remaining models for a sword I might not even make if someone commissioned it? Of course there are...”


A growling sound came from deeper inside the workshop.


A huge beast and a small cat were howling as if competing over who could be louder. The beast must have been Dokbul, so what was the cat?


Jaehwan asked, “It sounds like there is another sword.”


“...”


Ignel glared at Jaehwan with displeasure, then rose and went into the workshop. Shouting continued for a while. A short time later, Ignel appeared with a dull black sword.


“I cannot sell this. It is unfinished. It is a hopeless thing that does not show the slightest sign of ever being completed.”


Showing an unfinished work itself seemed to be a great disgrace to a dream demon. Ignel looked as though Ignel wanted to hide the sword again and again.


“Does this one also have a spirit?”


“It is naturally occurring. That one brought it to me and entrusted it to me, but unfortunately, I failed to forge it.”


Maiad smiled at Jaehwan’s gaze.


“You can tell if you look closely, but its edge is a mess. It is an extremely picky thing.”


It certainly did not look as though it could cut anything. Yet its tip had been sharpened to a point, making it seem suitable for stabbing. More than anything, it looked durable.


“I will take this one.”


“I said it is not for sale.”


“Lend it to me for one month.”


When Jaehwan would not back down, Ignel glared at him with displeasure again. Then, perhaps thinking of something, Ignel said, “I will consider it if you can hold the sword.”


The tone made it clear that someone like Jaehwan could never hold it.


Without hesitation, Jaehwan reached for the sword Ignel offered. Black sparks leaped out, and the sword gave a long cry like a vicious cat. The current was strong enough to burn his hand with anything less than considerable World Force.


Jaehwan endured it without caring that his veins were turning black from the current.


Then the history dwelling in the sword flowed into Jaehwan’s mind.


When he slowly closed his eyes, there was a small stone.


A black stone that had endured rain, snow, harsh winds, and blazing sunlight for a very long time.


「“Black Adamantium. It has not matured yet.”」


There had been someone who found that stone long ago, but passed it by without mining it.


「“It may develop a soul soon.”」


There had also been someone who recognized the stone’s potential long ago.


Through it all, the stone grew harder and harder. Like a being born to accomplish only one purpose in its entire life, it grew harder and harder.


How hard had it become?


Then one day, the stone began to think that it might be the hardest thing in the world.


「“Boss, this looks like a usable mineral.”」

「“It is a spirit stone.”」


A man with ash-gray hair mined the stone. That was its final memory.


It was true that even ores had souls.


It felt different from Dokbul. This was a much more instinctive, primal young soul.


When Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes, the sword was completely settled in his hand. It no longer cried or released electric current.


Ignel looked at Jaehwan with disbelief.


Jaehwan asked, “What is this sword’s name?”


Without a word, Ignel brought over a scabbard. It resembled a narrow gap in a wall, the perfect place for a small cat to hide.


Jaehwan read the name written on the scabbard.
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A short while later, Jaehwan stood at the entrance to Ignel’s shop. Solitary Existence at his waist gave a purr like a kitten. It felt somewhat different from Dokbul, but its hilt fit perfectly in his hand. It was a sword he liked.


Runald also bought a black longsword. It had originally been nameless, but Runald insisted on having a name engraved on its scabbard.


[Solitary Child]


Andersen scolded Runald as he grinned.


―That sounds like an edgy teenager’s name.


“It means it sounds cool, right?”


Jaehwan thanked Maiad, who was watching the scene beside him.


“I owe you one.”


“It was nothing.”


Maiad had paid for Solitary Existence and Solitary Child.


More precisely, their price had been reduced in exchange for materials Maiad had offered.


“If a single sword can earn me a connection with Heaven Destroyer, it is not a loss.”


It was not the kind of item one could call just a sword. Even if it was unfinished, it was Ignel’s fourth numbered signature.


Yet Maiad did not seem to mind. It almost looked as if he had intended to give the sword to Jaehwan from the start.


Matching his stride to Jaehwan’s, Maiad asked, “Do you have somewhere else to go?”


“I plan to visit the auction house.”


“Oh, I was headed that way too. Let’s go together.”


Andersen whispered quietly as she watched Maiad speak so smoothly.


―He’s clinging to you.


“You received a necklace from him. You shouldn’t say that.”


―You called him a con artist earlier too.


Maiad’s subordinates chuckled behind them as they listened to Runald and Andersen. Maiad, walking along casually beside Jaehwan, looked pleased as well.


“Are you looking for something particular at the auction house?”


“Probably the same thing you are.”


“Oh, as expected.”


The purpose of any top powerhouse of the 《Abyss》 visiting the Grand Auction House right now was obvious.


“Ignel-nim’s work is excellent too, but honestly, it cannot compare to the Three Divine Artifacts.”


“Didn’t you say earlier that who wielded a weapon mattered more than the weapon itself?”


“I said that because Ignel-nim was there. Some weapons can let you win a battle that could never be won, or cross a wall you could never overcome alone.”


As he spoke of a wall, Maiad looked up at the sky again.


“If one of the current Seven Divine Thrones obtained a Three Divine Artifact, they would become strong enough to contend with the Three Ancient Gods of the past.”


“If it is such a powerful weapon, its wielder will be consumed by it.”


“Probably. That is why I want to test myself even more. To see whether I am truly worthy of a Three Divine Artifact.”


His voice was full of competitive spirit, but Maiad was a man qualified to feel that way.


Jaehwan had only spent a short time with him, yet he could tell.


Jaehwan had encountered many powerful figures as he passed through 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》. Samyeong Hun, General of the Great Realm. The Metaverse Six Gods. Eoduksi, the Leader. Russell of the Seven Stars and Shiyu of the Seven Heavens. Gainak, the Driver.


Yet none of them were like Maiad.


This man had a great capacity. He might be able to do what they could not.


“It is a shame I did not seek you out earlier, Jaehwan-nim. If I had known we would get along so well, we could have been better friends.”


They had barely exchanged anything worth calling a conversation, yet Maiad muttered that so naturally.


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan said, “Perhaps. If we had met a very long time ago.”


The entrance to the Grand Auction House came into view in the distance.


Jaehwan decided it was time to ask.


“Why are you showing me kindness?”


“Because I want something.”


There was no kindness without a price.


When Jaehwan gave him a look asking what he wanted, Maiad held out his hand as if he had been waiting.


“Can I have one of those too?”


He was looking not at Jaehwan, but at Runald.


Runald happened to be eating a king dumpling pulled from Andersen’s necklace. He choked before answering.


“This is lunch for Jaehwan-nim and me.”


“One bite should be fine. I’m a good person.”


Runald hesitated, glancing at Jaehwan. Jaehwan nodded.


“Give him my share.”


Runald took out a fresh dumpling with a deeply dissatisfied expression.


“One with meat and cabbage. Not the small one, the big one beside it.”


“You’re picky.”


“Thank you. I’ll enjoy it.”


Maiad took the king dumpling and bit into it.


A fragrant scent spread from the filling.


A satisfied smile spread across Maiad’s face.


“Delicious. It truly lives up to the name Martial World Dumplings.”


“You know these dumplings? When did you have them?”


“A long time ago. It is a very nostalgic taste.”


As if savoring the memories held within it, Maiad slowly ate the dumpling.


“That cannot be all you want.”


“Of course, there is one more thing.”


“Of course there is.”


With his cheeks still full, Maiad looked toward the auction house entrance.


The Grand Auction House was divided into the Gold Gate, where ordinary Part auctions were held, and the Hidden Gate, which handled the finest Parts.


“In truth, Caspion’s main auctions are held at the underground Hidden Gate. Only invited beings can enter it.”


The Three Divine Artifacts were likely among the items handled by the Hidden Gate.


Jaehwan could tell from the faint traces of World Force flowing out of the entrance alone. Beyond it, monsters stronger than every formidable enemy he had faced so far were surely gathered.


“Those invited to the Hidden Gate may bring one guest. Quite a few of my friends must have come to this auction, and they will all have brought impressive guests.”


“So?”


“Whenever a grand auction is held, there is an unspoken competition among my friends over who brings the most impressive guest.”


This was why Maiad had been lingering around Jaehwan all this time.


“I would like you to attend as my guest, Jaehwan-nim. If you dislike calling it that, you can think of it as joining hands with me briefly.”


It had been a long time since Jaehwan had met someone so direct and honest.


If he had met this man in the past, he might truly have become his Companion.


Jaehwan looked up at the sky.


Then, very slowly, a strange sense of discomfort came over him. He could not believe he had failed to notice it until now.


“Do you want to make me your Companion?”


Maiad tilted his head as if asking what he meant. At that moment, Jaehwan drew Solitary Existence.


Maiad’s eyes widened faintly. His subordinates shouted. Jaehwan stabbed toward the sky.


It all happened at nearly the same time.


Maiad’s subordinates drew their weapons and raised their World Force. Screams erupted nearby.


Then something like a tiny star blinked in the distant sky.


Rumble...


The sky struck by Jaehwan’s 「World Stab」 was horribly warped.


Jaehwan stared at it.


It was ridiculous.


Perhaps he had grown arrogant after bringing down the 〈Metaverse〉 and defeating the Leader. Or perhaps Maiad’s friendly manner had made him lower his guard.


Why had he noticed only now?


While he had been with Maiad, the huge eye in Jaehwan’s sky had disappeared.


A massive eyelid emerged again beyond the sky split by 「World Stab」. Wherever its gaze fell, the world rippled.


That gaze told him the truth.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan had entered Maiad’s Unique World.


Andersen, perched atop Runald’s head, moved.


―Jaehwan.


He must have heard Andersen’s voice hundreds of times by now. Yet this time, the emotion in it was different.


―Run.


Her voice sounded as if she were forcing out every feeling she possessed. Andersen was so tense that the crow doll had turned pale white.


There was no mistake.


Andersen had recognized who Maiad was.


She was not the only one.


“Ugh... Aaaah!”


Shopkeepers who had been selling things nearby and guests walking through Festival Street screamed and collapsed where they stood. Some had greeted Maiad warmly just moments ago.


“R-run. Everyone, run!”


Like people suddenly regaining lost memories, the Followers who saw Maiad recoiled in horror and fled.


Only then did Jaehwan think he understood Maiad’s Setting.


He likely possessed a Setting that severed the Link to memories connected to him.


Maiad watched those fleeing with a sorrowful expression.


Then an overpowering stench of blood began to creep in from somewhere.


Jaehwan knew what it was.


This smell was likely the blood of everyone Maiad had killed.


Maiad slowly raised both hands, then brought them together as if swatting a mosquito.


Clap.


The smell vanished as if it had been washed away.


The terrified people stopped in place. Andersen, who had gone pale, tilted her head. Runald, who had been clutching Jaehwan’s sleeve, looked confused.


The eye in the sky had disappeared again.


Maiad smiled at the empty sky.


“You should not go around putting holes in other people’s ceilings.”


His subordinates grumbled behind him. From the looks of it, they had even bet on Jaehwan’s reaction.


Jaehwan glanced at the subordinates exchanging trust, then spoke to Maiad again.


“I know who you are.”


Jaehwan had known Maiad long before meeting him.


―Be careful of Maiad. If he learns you opened Creation, he will not leave you alone.


Dark Fragrance Lord Samyeong Garam had warned him first.


―The person who cleared the final floor of the 〈Metaverse〉 seven hundred years ago had something like yours hanging in the sky too. It was not an eye, but it took a different form.


The man King of Crows Ethan Cart had mentioned.


Ash-gray hair that Jaehwan seemed to have seen in passing somewhere.


His name had been at the very top of the rankings for the first floor of the 〈Metaverse〉 from the beginning. If he had not fallen victim to a Setting that severed memory Links, there was no way he could have failed to recognize it.


“To be honest, I hoped to avoid being discovered until the end. People usually form prejudices the moment they learn who I am.”


“I think that prejudice has only gotten worse.”


“Allow me to introduce myself properly. It is a pleasure to meet you, God Slayer. No, Heaven Destroyer Jaehwan.”


A star floated above the sky of the man who bowed politely.


A star absent from Jaehwan’s sky.


White and dazzling, a star that gave its light equally to all living things.


As if displeased by that light, the eye in Jaehwan’s sky frowned faintly.


“I am Maiad van Declan. My friends in the 《Abyss》 call me the Rupture Lord.”
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In the underbelly of 〈Caspion〉, there was a district packed with illegal Sites frequented by the lowest gods of the 《Abyss》.


It was commonly known as Moon’s Shadow.


This was where those who trafficked in Followers or illegal Parts set up their hideouts. Officially, they were all subject to punishment, but none of the high-grade gods here dared touch the “Moon Village.” The profits and conveniences flowing in from Moon’s Shadow were too substantial to ignore.


At the center of Moon’s Shadow stood a woman dressed in black night garb and an old man in a blue robe.


The old man spoke first.


“Damn, this place was hard to find. Are all Rupture branches like this?”


Yu Seolha, the woman in night garb, snapped back in annoyance.


“Master, let me make this clear. I’m not officially cooperating with you. Got it?”


“Hmph. Do you think I want to cooperate with a brat like you?”


“I’m only helping because I need the World Force detector made by a dream demon. Once we find Senior Brother, our deal is over. Understand?”


“Do not forget that Sirwen and I need to enter 〈Caspion〉 first.”


The old man was none other than Cheongheo.


Cheongheo had flown here from the Fifth Site to help Jaehwan, and he had no choice but to borrow Yu Seolha’s help to sneak into 〈Caspion〉.


Unlike Karlton, who was not on any wanted posters and could freely use Warp Gates, Cheongheo and Sirwen had gained enough infamy throughout the 《Abyss》 that they were not permitted to officially enter 〈Caspion〉.


“Who exactly are you chasing?”


“The Leader.”


“The Leader? You mean Siwoon?”


“I definitely saw him flee toward the border, but he vanished in an instant.”


The Leader’s defeat in the 〈Metaverse〉 and subsequent escape had already become well-known even on 《Little Brother》.


Cheongheo chuckled.


“Siwoon was always remarkably good at hiding. Whenever he ran off during training, I would spend the entire day looking for the bastard.”


“You found him on top of the training hall roof in the end. He said it was dark up there. Or was it that it is darkest beneath the lamp?”


“Did Jaehwan really defeat Siwoon?”


“I told you, he did.”


“Then Siwoon must have been slacking off in his training all this time.”


“Senior Brother was still strong. It was the opposite, if anything.”


Yu Seolha hesitated for a moment before adding,


“That bastard became too strong.”


“Hm. So there is a man you acknowledge.”


“It is not like I acknowledge him.”


“Do you perhaps like him?”


“What are you talking about? Someone who walks around naked wherever he pleases?”


“Still, he only takes off his clothes when he needs to.”


“He is always naked, though. Anyway, he is strange.”


That was right. He was strange.


Yet if it had not been for that strange man, Cheongheo would never have met his former Disciple, Yu Seolha, again. He would not have dared to set out on another Abyss Expedition. He would not have reunited with Sirwen, who was hiding aboard the Destruction, concealed above 〈Caspion〉 beneath optical camouflage.


“Cheongheo, are we still far away? Why are you wandering around so much? The airship’s stealth function is broken, so I cannot stay hidden for long.”


“Now, now, hold on just a little longer. And it is not me who is wandering around. It is this brat beside me.”


Yu Seolha let out a quiet sigh as Cheongheo casually dumped all the blame on her.


“In the old days, I would have beaten you senseless the moment I heard that.”


“You will not have it so easy, you arrogant Disciple.”


Over the past two years, Cheongheo had grown explosively, as though he were being compensated for the thousand years he had lost. Not only had he reached the level of 「Hypothesis」 that Jaehwan had once broken through to, he was now strong enough to contend to some extent with Yu Seolha, who had reached the fourth stage of Awakening long ago.


Yu Seolha muttered in a hollow voice.


“That bastard really is something. He made even a master with no talent whatsoever grow this much.”


“What are you talking about? I was amazing from the beginning. In fact, I taught that Jaehwan brat too.”


“Sure you did.”


Cheongheo, who had been joking around, asked,


“Since we are here, let me ask you. Seolha, why exactly are you following Jaehwan around?”


“When did I ever follow him around?”


“Why did you let Jaehwan live?”


“When did I?”


“This Metaverse incident, and what happened two years ago.”


Two years earlier, Yu Seolha had blocked Jaehwan’s path at the passage leading to the 《Abyss》.


“I know very well that you would not lose to Jaehwan in Combat Power. Or was he stronger than I thought?”


“Who knows.”


Jaehwan was certainly strong. No, he had grown strong, to the point that he could not even be compared to when the 「Rupture」 first found him. Now, even within the 「Rupture」, anyone below Division Commander rank would have trouble dealing with him.


Put another way, though, that meant a Division Commander could deal with him well enough.


And Yu Seolha was the Rupture’s Second Division Commander.


She was the wielder of the unique weapon, Thunder Goblin, which had taken the dawn from countless Lords. Whenever her chain scythe moved through the darkness, lightning poured down, and the 《Great Realm》 revered her as the “Dawn That Comes Early.”


She was the terror of the Lords and one of the five strongest fighters in the 「Rupture」. Yet even she had let Jaehwan go two years ago.


“That bastard threatened me with 「Soul Erasure」.”


“……”


“It is true. Even I would hate to lose my Link, right?”


“You saw something.”


“……”


“You saw something in him. A possibility you could not find in the Commanders or the other division commanders. Am I right?”


Yu Seolha did not answer. She only bit her lip quietly.


“Cultivation is only the result. We have to eliminate the cause.”


That was what Jaehwan had told her when she explained the 「Rupture」’s purpose and invited him to join.


They had to eliminate the cause.


It was obvious, an argument that could not be refuted.


But because it was so undeniably correct, it was also impossible.


At that time, he had settled the ending of his own impossible story with these words.


“I will destroy this ‘world.’”


How could someone say something so childish with such a serious face, like the protagonist living alone in his own world?


Perhaps Yu Seolha should have laughed at him then. She should have warned him that it was impossible, that he should stop saying such childish things.


Yet she could not.


“Master, what exactly is a ‘world’?”


“What kind of question is that out of nowhere?”


“Nothing. I suddenly wanted to ask.”


Cheongheo thought for a moment before answering.


“No one knows what it is. The world we can know is exactly as much as we believe it to be.”


There was one truth that every Awakened One who surpassed the fourth stage of Awakening and reached 「Hypothesis」 eventually learned.


The “world” they had experienced until then was no more than one corner of the truth.


Those who barely escaped the limits of humanity and became gods underwent a cognitive revolution. Unlike the third stage of Awakening, which only revealed the truth of the 《System》, humans who became gods through the fourth stage of Awakening were helplessly exposed to a vast sea of information.


It was a sea containing all information, from sight, touch, smell, and taste to the metaphysical and physical. Gods who first underwent this cognitive revolution sometimes became intoxicated, believing they had truly become omniscient beings amid that flood of information.


Before long, though, they fell into despair. They came to understand that they could never control that information.


Information flooded beyond their capacity sank into the gods’ consciousness and threw them into confusion. To avoid going mad within it, gods closed their ears and shut their eyes. They turned away from countless pieces of information and gave up on sensing the enormous “world.”


Gods called this phenomenon Alienation.


Yet Alienation could not be called bad. It was an unavoidable choice for those who wished to preserve their sense of self.


Instead, they confined themselves within the small worlds they created and lived by cultivating those worlds.


Gods gave those “worlds” the following name.


“Unique World.”


“That is right. That is the world we see.”


“But you know that is not all there is.”


Yu Seolha recalled Jaehwan’s Unique World, where corpses imitating humans walked.


It was a world that made her uncomfortable whenever she remembered it. No other Unique World contained anything so grotesque.


Then there was the enormous eye embedded in the sky.


She knew what that eye meant.


‘That bastard could see 《Big Brother》.’


As far as Yu Seolha knew, there was only one person in the entire 《Abyss》 who could sense the existence of 《Big Brother》 through a Worldview. The Rupture Lord.


One day, a Commander had told her this.


“Seolha, overcome 「Alienation」. Then you will be able to see the ‘real thing’ too.”


Yet Jaehwan could see 《Big Brother》 as well. That meant he had overcome 「Alienation」 too.


Yu Seolha was curious.


What kind of world awaited someone who overcame 「Alienation」?


The world of someone who looked upon the terrible 《Big Brother》 and faced it head-on.


Was that world still only one among countless Unique Worlds?


Could she truly say that?


“Could it be over there?”


Cheongheo’s voice broke through her thoughts. At the entrance to a damp alley in Moon Village, there was an antique shop radiating an unusual presence.


“Oh, that is it. We found it.”


They headed straight for the shop.


The moment they opened the door, an old man with a mustache appeared.


“What brings you here?”


“It is me. I came to ask for a favor.”


“What brings you here?”


“It is me, I said.”


“What brings you here?”


Yu Seolha grumbled to herself for a moment, then spoke in a slightly stumbling voice.


“And so, we shall finally become slaves to freedom, blades for rights, and the scales of equality.”


At that, the shop lights went out and the blinds rolled down.


Slaves of freedom.


Blades of rights.


Weights of equality.


They were metaphors representing the group Yu Seolha belonged to.


Of course, there were many other names for this organization. The “anti-cultivation group,” for example, or the “worst terrorist organization in history.”


Still, more famous than all those trivial nicknames was the group’s name.


「Rupture」.


This was the Fifth Branch of the Rupture, the greatest and most infamous terrorist organization of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


The person who appeared from the darkness was not the old man from before. He now looked like a middle-aged man with completely different facial features and contours. He likely possessed a manipulation-type Setting.


Yu Seolha grumbled.


“Branch Leader, do we have to do this every time?”


“It is the rule. Who is the one beside you?”


“An Ally. You could call him former 「Rupture」, I guess. Anyway, I will vouch for his identity, so open the way. There are two in our group, including this old man. They want to sneak into 〈Caspion〉.”


The Branch Leader answered with a displeased expression.


“Now of all times? You know the timing is bad. Wanted posters are everywhere, and things have been unsettled since the recent collapse of the 〈Metaverse〉.”


The Branch Leader looked toward a screen installed in the shop’s corner. It showed the 〈Metaverse〉 being destroyed, along with Jaehwan and Yu Seolha falling amid its wreckage.


“Ah, sorry. But you can still let us in, right?”


“It is possible. What is your companion’s name?”


“I am Cheongheo.”


“Cheongheo?”


The Branch Leader’s eyes widened.


“Do not tell me you are Cheongheo the Lustful Immortal?”


“Ahem, you must mean someone with the same name. In any case, I am not that lustful fellow.”


“Really? Well, that crazy old man could not possibly be here.”


The Branch Leader scratched his cheek and nodded. Yu Seolha asked,


“Who is this lustful fellow?”


“Not as famous as the ‘God Slayer,’ but he is a fairly well-known old man in the eastern 《Abyss》. They say he leads a small pirate group called the 「Guide of Destruction」 and has slaughtered Vicegerents of high-grade gods. There is quite an uproar over there. Anyway, be careful too, Seolha. They say he is an Awakened One of considerable ability. Apparently he is especially interested in beautiful female Vicegerents.”


“Yes, I should be careful.”


Cheongheo cleared his throat at Yu Seolha’s playful reply.


Apparently the verification process had finished, because an alarm rang from the Branch Leader’s terminal.


“I have arranged it, so a Guide will come get you. By the way, stay away from the area around the Haechnold Grand Auction House. It is lawless territory right now.”


“Why?”


“There are rumors that the Three Divine Artifacts have appeared.”


“The Three Divine Artifacts?”


The Branch Leader nodded meaningfully.


“For your information, the Rupture Lord is attending the auction too.”


“Huh? That person already arrived? They did not even contact me. Who came with them?”


“Kasim, the Fourth Division Commander.”


“At least that is a little better if Kasim is there. Who is attending from the other side?”


“The Seven Divine Thrones.”


Yu Seolha and Cheongheo’s expressions froze at the same time.


The Rupture Lord and the Seven Divine Thrones gathered in one place.


It was a major event rarely seen in the 《Abyss》.


“They are not all gathered there, right?”


“Only about two seem to be attending.”


“Nothing will happen, right?”


“It is obvious what would happen if they clashed, so they will each be careful.”


The Branch Leader waved a hand as if telling them not to worry. Only then did Yu Seolha nod with some relief. Certainly, whether it was the Rupture Lord or the Seven Divine Thrones, leaders of major factions would not act rashly.


That was when a second alarm rang from the Branch Leader’s terminal.


“Urgent news just came in. A fight broke out at the auction house. Twelve Vicegerents of high-grade gods have died.”


“Twelve? That is practically a war. Did they start fighting each other?”


“No, I heard they were all slaughtered by one person.”


“What? What kind of lunatic did that?”


At that moment, Yu Seolha fell silent, seized by a strange feeling. She turned her head and saw Cheongheo staring at the screen.


“Seolha.”


“What?”


“Did the 〈Metaverse〉 have a place like that?”


On the screen Cheongheo pointed at, a naked man was relentlessly stabbing Vicegerents to death.


Kraaaash!


“Aaaaargh!”


Kraaaash!


“Gyaaaaargh!”


The naked man’s identity was obvious.


The problem was...


“That is not inside the 〈Metaverse〉.”


“Has it not been replaying since earlier?”


Yu Seolha tilted her head in confusion.


At the center of the screen lay the shattered sign of the Haechnold Grand Auction House.


The Branch Leader spoke.


“That is a live broadcast.”


Since when had it been there? A live indicator was displayed on the screen.


“Kueeeeeee!”


Cheongheo asked blankly,


“Who is at the auction house?”


“The Seven Divine Thrones.”


“And?”


“The Rupture Lord.”


The two looked at each other, their faces pale.


“We are going to the Grand Auction House right now.”
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A short while later, Jaehwan and Maiad entered the ‘Hidden Gate’ under an attendant’s guidance.


“You have arrived. This way, please.”


Recognizing Maiad, the attendant immediately led them underground.

The attendant kept sneaking glances at Jaehwan, likely having recognized him as the central figure in the ‘Metaverse Collapse Incident.’

Maiad, following the attendant from a few steps away, casually asked,


“Jaehwan, are you really all right with this?”

“Wasn’t this a transaction we agreed to?”


As though the suffocating standoff from before had never happened, Jaehwan’s voice remained calm. Maiad gave a slight nod, wearing an odd smile as though Jaehwan’s attitude intrigued him.

Andersen, concealed within Jaehwan’s Unique World, pressed him.


“Have you really lost your mind? That’s the ‘Rupture Lord.’ Do you not know what that monster is?”


‘I know.’


“Know what? How can someone who knows act like this? Have you gotten too full of yourself just because you became one of the Eight Heavens?”


To get straight to the point, Jaehwan had accepted Maiad’s offer to accompany him. Runald, who could not come along because of the attendance limit, had been sent back to Manri Shintong. Jaehwan judged that Runald would be safer with Manri Shintong than wandering near the auction house.


‘I need to see the Three Divine Artifacts myself.’


Whatever Maiad was thinking, it would be a loss to pass up an opportunity to enter the auction house where the Three Divine Artifacts were being sold.

More than anything, the words the Driver left behind before ascending had been decisive.


If you gather all Three Divine Artifacts, you will naturally learn how to reach the First Nightmare.


The Driver had definitely said that.

Jaehwan did not know which of the Three Divine Artifacts would appear at the auction, but he already held the usage rights to 「Void Sword」. That meant only two remained.


The attendant, who had been leading Jaehwan and Maiad down the spiral staircase, turned back to them.


“You may enter here. Inside is a room that automatically recommends attire suited to its user, so please do not be alarmed if your clothes suddenly change.”


Jaehwan and Maiad exchanged a look, then entered the room at the same time. Inside was a mirrored chamber that resembled a small private dressing room.

The next moment, Jaehwan’s clothing changed in the mirror.


“That actually suits you.”


The dress code for this banquet seemed to be formal wear, because he was now wearing a black suit. He could not remember the last time he had worn one.


“You cannot turn back now that you have come this far, but you really need to be careful. Beyond that door are surely...”


‘The strongest gods in the Abyss.’


He knew even without Andersen saying it. The air beyond the door felt different.

Still, Jaehwan did not care much. As far as he knew, fewer than ten gods in the 《Abyss》 were now stronger than him.

And there was no way all ten were beyond that door.


“The World Pressure here is so high that I might fall asleep for a while.”


‘That would be nice and quiet.’


“Stay alert. All right? Wake me immediately if you need my help.”


When he stepped out of the dressing room, Maiad had changed into a white suit as well. Seeing Jaehwan dressed up, Maiad spoke brightly.


“You look quite good in formal wear as well.”

“Is the auction house ahead?”

“Yes. More importantly, you have not forgotten the proposal I made earlier, have you?”


Jaehwan nodded.

Maiad had not simply asked Jaehwan to accompany him.

Maiad’s true goal was to obtain the ‘Three Divine Artifacts’ at this auction.


“Officially, I cannot attend the auction for the ‘Three Divine Artifacts.’ It is because of a treaty I signed some time ago.”


Maiad’s explanation was simple. Certain circumstances prevented Maiad from attending this auction. Therefore,


“You want me to bid in your place.”

“That is correct.”

“What if the other Seven Divine Thrones bid?”

“They are in the same position as I am. They will likely attempt to bid through their own companions.”


In the end, this was a kind of proxy bidding war.

After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan said,


“There is one problem.”

“Please, tell me.”

“I do not have much trust.”

“Do not worry. I can lend you as much as you need.”


With those words, Maiad took a blank check from inside their clothes and handed it over.


“How much?”

“I can guarantee up to five billion. Beyond that, I cannot say.”


Five billion trust.

It was an astronomical sum Jaehwan had never even heard of before.


“What are the terms?”

“If you successfully win the bid, I will lend you one of the Three Divine Artifacts.”


It was not a bad offer.

If anything, the terms were so favorable that they seemed suspicious.


“Why choose me as your companion? You must have plenty of reliable strong people, like your subordinates.”


Maiad shook their head.


“They are members of the 「Rupture」. If they participate in the auction, it would be no different from me participating myself. And my network is narrower than it appears. Finding a companion I can trust is not easy.”

“Can you trust me?”

“I am not asking because I trust you. Let us go in.”


The moment Maiad opened the banquet hall doors, the flow of air changed with a creaking sound. Breathing gradually became difficult. Jaehwan did not need to look around to know. Every god in this hall was looking at him.

Maiad whispered calmly,


“Walk as though nothing is wrong. It is a kind of initiation.”


Every god around them was openly releasing World Force. As though only those who could endure this much pressure deserved to be here.

Jaehwan calmly withstood their stares and walked with Maiad toward the center of the banquet hall. After twenty or thirty steps, he saw a reserved table marked with Maiad’s name.


[Maiad van Declan and 1 Guest]


The moment Jaehwan pulled out a chair from the table, the pressure around them vanished as if it had been washed away.

Maiad smiled and nodded.


“Excellent.”


Seated at the table, Jaehwan calmly surveyed his surroundings.

There were around sixty Vicegerents gathered in the hall. Considering the number of empty tables, the maximum capacity seemed to be about one hundred.

Some looked manageable. With others, he could not judge his odds at all. There were familiar faces among them, too.

One Vicegerent whose eyes met Jaehwan’s walked straight toward him.


“You are...”


Jaehwan recognized him immediately.

God of the Deep Sea Russell. One of the Seven Stars whom he had fought on the Eighth Floor of the 〈Metaverse〉.

Thinking Russell might want to fight, Jaehwan discreetly gripped Solitary Existence’s hilt. Russell curled his lip and continued.


“I owed you a debt from then.”

“...?”

“Thank you for saving my Vicegerent.”


Russell said only that, then immediately turned and returned to his own table.

Maiad, who had watched from beside him, murmured in admiration.


“It is my first time seeing that prideful fellow say something like that.”

“Was he invited too?”

“I saw him at the previous banquet, so most likely. Once someone becomes strong enough to stand among the Seven Stars, they have opportunities to receive invitations.”


According to Maiad, there were three figures at the level of the Seven Stars attending this banquet.


God of the Deep Sea Russell.

God of Javelins Turis.

God of Sleet Pao.


Muscular Turis and pale-faced Pao were watching from afar.

Jaehwan had defeated two Seven Stars and risen to the rank of the Eight Heavens in less than a year. It was perhaps only natural that gods of the same rank would envy him.

He coolly compared the World Force he sensed from them to his own.

He felt certain he could win.


“There are people of the Eight Heavens here as well.”


Following Maiad’s gaze, Jaehwan turned to see an old man in casual hanbok approaching with a loose, swaying gait.

Maiad said,


“Old Heaven has come too.”


Old Heaven, one of the Eight Heavens. He was Shiyu, the God of Aging whom Jaehwan had met in the 〈Metaverse〉 before.


“It has been a while, Rupture Lord.”


Shiyu must have already known Maiad, because he gave Maiad a small nod before turning toward Jaehwan.


“I came to greet this friend. Good to see you. We meet again here.”

“I do not think we are on good enough terms to greet each other warmly.”

“Ha ha, let what happened in the 〈Metaverse〉 end within the 〈Metaverse〉. I hold no hostility toward you now. If anything, I bear you a little goodwill.”


As if to show he had no intention of fighting, Shiyu raised both hands. He genuinely looked pleased to see Jaehwan again.


“Thanks to you, the 《Abyss》 has quieted down a little.”

“Quieted down? Did you not mean the opposite?”

“Maiad, eighty percent of 《Little Brother》 messages were spam from ‘Anonymous Gods.’ But did this friend not destroy the 〈Metaverse〉, which governed ‘anonymity’?”


Unlike Rene, Shiyu seemed to have disliked the existence of the 〈Metaverse〉.


“Thanks to this friend, the young souls of the 《Abyss》 have returned to work. Young people should not just chatter away. They ought to sweat, work hard, and train diligently. That is how it should be.”


Jaehwan could hardly believe the old man who had come to stop him under Chronos’s orders was saying such things.

Then an unhappy voice sounded from behind him.


“Whether you live diligently or not, everyone dies the same in the end.”

“Kid, if you are going to die in the end anyway, why are you stuffing your face?”


At some point, a lanky man had appeared behind Shiyu. The man was dressed in a pitch-black tuxedo and chewing dumplings with his cheeks stuffed full. Dark circles beneath his eyes twitched whenever his cheeks moved.

Maiad spoke with amusement.


“It is rare to see you two together.”

“My luck was bad. This too is mortality.”

“I visited the Martial World Inn because I wanted Heaven’s End as my companion, but I ran into this bastard there.”


It appeared both of them had wanted Jaehwan as their companion.

The dark-circled man spoke to Jaehwan.


“It is my first time seeing you in person, Heaven’s End.”

“Do you know me?”

“I am Thanatos, the God of Mortality. I am usually called Death Heaven.”


God of Mortality Thanatos.

Jaehwan remembered seeing him in messages on 《Little Brother》.

He had not expected that guy to be another member of the Eight Heavens.


“Ancient God Gestalt once said this. The strongest person is the one who remains naked until the end.”

“...”

“Seeing you reminded me of those words. That, too, is one proper way to embrace mortality. I look forward to seeing more from you.”


After saying only what he wanted to say, Thanatos ambled toward his own table. Shiyu also left behind a faint smile as he walked away.

Jaehwan compared the World Force radiating from the backs of the Eight Heavens to his own.

He felt he had a chance.

When he turned his head, Maiad was looking at him with an odd smile. Jaehwan suddenly became curious.


“Are you one of the Eight Heavens too?”

“What do you think?”


Maiad was definitely stronger than the Seven Stars.

Did that make him one of the Eight Heavens?

Jaehwan still could not tell.


[Ah. It has, been, a while, Mai, ad.]


The moment Jaehwan heard the fragmented voice from behind him, chills ran down his neck. It was the first time since Maiad that someone had approached directly behind him without Jaehwan noticing. The hairs on his arms stood on end.

One look at Maiad’s faintly smiling face told him everything.


There was no doubt.

The person standing behind him now was one of the ‘Seven Divine Thrones.’


Slowly turning his head, Jaehwan thought for the first time since coming to the 《Abyss》 that he wanted to avoid fighting this person at all costs.
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It was a being with a sinister aura. Its face made it impossible to tell whether it was a man or woman, alive or dead. White eyeballs rolled between two hollow sockets that brought an ancient lich to mind. Looking closer, Jaehwan saw they were not eyeballs, but white worms. When the worms spread their wings and flew into the air, Jaehwan’s gaze met the bottomless abyss within those hollow eyes.


In an instant, the scenery around him changed, and Jaehwan found himself standing in an unfamiliar village.


「――――――!」


People dying without even being able to scream. Corpses sprawled across the streets, their bodies blackened or their faces marked by obvious sickness. Mass death that arrived without a sound or warning. A natural calamity no one could blame.


At the center of that accidental slaughter stood the god before him.


“Jaehwan.”


When Jaehwan came to his senses, he was just about to draw Solitary Existence. Maiad gripped Jaehwan’s wrist and slowly shook their head. It seemed this was not the time. Or perhaps that being was not an enemy.


When Jaehwan released the hilt, the scenery returned to normal.


Blackened eyelids once again became covered in worms. Jaehwan calmed his World Force and looked at the member of the Seven Divine Thrones.


The being ignored the dress code and wore old rags. Covered in every kind of filth, as though a foul odor would rise from it at any moment, it grinned.


Maiad nodded in greeting.


“You have come, Pest.”


Pest.


Jaehwan remembered what Andersen had once told him.


The ruler of the Fourth Site, Syndrome. The Fourth Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones, Pest, the God of Pestilence.


As he faced Pest, Jaehwan thought,


I do not want to fight this being either.


It was not simply a matter of strength.


This being was unpleasant.


It went beyond disgust. He did not want anything to do with it at all. Awakened Ones surpassed human perception by far, so the sight of filth alone could not cause such discomfort.


Even so, Jaehwan felt an absurd level of revulsion.


His whole body felt hot, and his skin itched.


Like all gods, the Seven Divine Thrones each had their own way of displaying their strength.


Pest’s was discomfort.


Unaffected by that discomfort at all, Maiad smiled brightly.


“You have not changed.”


[Mai, ad.]


Pest and Maiad exchanged looks. No sparks of World Pressure flew between them, nor did the atmosphere turn hostile, but Jaehwan could sense the long history tangled between them.


Pest spoke first.


[You have not, forgotten, the Seven Seats Agreement, have you.]


“Why are you including me in that outdated Seven Seats Agreement? I am not even one of the Seven Divine Thrones.”


[You, must not, participate, in the auction.]


“Of course I will not attend. Only my companion will participate in the auction.”


Pest looked back at Jaehwan. Several worms quickly crawled over its forehead.


[Ignis, has said, much, about you.]


Jaehwan unconsciously scratched his left arm. The voice felt like invisible worms crawling up his skin.


[You, cut, Chronos’s, doppelganger, did you not.]


It seemed Pest was referring to when Jaehwan cut down Chronos, who had possessed the Leader.


The broadcast had been active then, so there must have been gods who saw him cut Chronos with the 「Void Sword」.


Was it his imagination? The surroundings had somehow grown quiet. The chatter from nearby and the scattered conversations in the distance had fallen silent in an instant.


Every god in the hall was watching for Jaehwan’s answer.


Pest asked again.


[Do, you, possess, the Void Sword?]


“I do not.”


Strictly speaking, Jaehwan did not possess the Void Sword. He only had the right to use it.


So it was not a lie.


[They say, you used, the Void Sword.]


“I did.”


It was then that nearby Push messages caught on 「Doubt」.


「The Void Sword.」

「Did the God Slayer truly use Catastrophe’s weapon?」

「I cannot believe it. He should be imprisoned in Chaos.」


As though speaking for the gods’ curiosity, Pest asked,


[How?]


“Am I obligated to answer you?”


Pest slowly tilted its head as if it could not understand Jaehwan’s response. It wore the expression of a mantis unable to comprehend its prey’s screams.


Maiad spoke as though trying to change the subject.


“Now, now. Let us be careful not to ask overly personal questions when meeting for the first time. Pest, Jaehwan is with me, so please show some courtesy. More importantly, has Chronos come to today’s auction as well?”


[Not, yet.]


Chronos had not arrived yet. That also meant Chronos could appear at any moment.


As Pest spoke, it glanced toward a distant table. Maiad and Jaehwan looked in the same direction.


A man drinking alone at a table on the northern end of the hall.


He was one of the few gods in the hall who had drawn Jaehwan’s attention.


Sensing Jaehwan’s curiosity, Maiad said,


“That is Dark Heaven, Derek Milt, the God of Solitude.”


Dark Heaven meant that man was also one of the Eight Heavens.


“If the Leader was Time’s right hand, then that man could be called Time’s left hand. For reference, Chronos is left-handed.”


“Are you saying he is stronger than the Leader?”


“He is one of your major rivals at this point, Jaehwan.”


Dark Heaven glanced toward Jaehwan, but soon returned his gaze to his drink as though he had no interest. He repeatedly emptied the entire glass, then stared at the empty glass again. Strangely, he seemed to be desperately waiting for the moment he would become drunk.


But gods did not get drunk.


Gods who had reached a certain level could not alter the form of their minds with the help of material things. Only higher-dimensional questions, philosophical realizations, and revolutionary, moving stories could change them.


[Successor, of Catastrophe.]


When Jaehwan turned back, Pest was leaning its insect-like head toward him.


The moment Jaehwan, feeling threatened, tried to grip his hilt again, Pest continued.


[The most, frightening, plague, is one that does not, even let you know, you have been, infected.]


“What do you mean-”


For an instant, Pest’s gaze moved to Maiad. Then Pest’s figure vanished like a swarm of insects scattering apart. Jaehwan blinked blankly a few times, then saw Pest’s figure reassemble on a distant table.


He could not understand what Pest was thinking or what principles guided its actions.


Only one fact was certain.


If he fought that being one-on-one, he would lose with very high probability.


Andersen was right. He really needed to stay alert here.


As if reading Jaehwan’s thoughts, Maiad smiled faintly.


“You held back well. It might have become a little dangerous if you had drawn your sword. The God of Pestilence is a god beyond common sense.”


“I owe you one.”


“Not at all. I was actually surprised. This is the first time I have seen a god openly burning with fighting spirit before one of the Seven Divine Thrones.”


Maiad stared at Jaehwan with curious eyes for a moment, then picked up the glass on the table.


“But do not worry. What concerns you will not happen. Everyone here is the head of a faction in their own right. If a fight broke out here, it would cause a Great Holy War. Even the Seven Divine Thrones would not bear that level of loss.”


“And if it were not here?”


At Jaehwan’s question, Maiad’s eyebrow twitched oddly.


“Hm. Who knows?”


Maiad swirled their glass and smiled slyly, barely able to contain their anticipation for what was to come.


Jaehwan spoke in warning.


“I do not know what you are planning, but-”


“It will not go as you think, Maiad.”


He had lost track of how many times he had been surprised today. Looking toward the voice, Jaehwan saw another being who had silently entered his range.


A red-haired man looked down at Jaehwan.


“So we finally meet, God Slayer.”


The friendly-looking man held out his hand firmly as though asking for a handshake. Jaehwan rose without thinking and shook it. The hand was covered in thick calluses. They were the marks only a soul that never stopped training could possess.


The man did not show off his grip or reveal any hostility. All Jaehwan sensed from him was pure curiosity.


“Are you one of the Seven Divine Thrones too?”


“Oh, how did you know? Did Maiad tell you? To be exact, it is not me, but my god who is one of the Seven Divine Thrones.”


This man was strong.


And the god he served was far stronger.


If Pest was one of the Seven Divine Thrones who demonstrated strength through discomfort, this man was closer to the orthodox type. He displayed himself through pure World Pressure and the solidity of his soul alone.


A fiery spirit shone in his pupils. Within them rested the force of someone who had kept that flame from dying for a very long time.


Maiad greeted the man.


“It has been a while, Karavan. You look well.”


“I need to stay well if I want to keep you from getting your way.”


A small flame flickered above Karavan’s shoulder. It resembled a human hand, its fist clenched except for a middle finger raised high.


“I see Ignis-nim is as usual too.”


“They are always thinking about burning you to death.”


Only then did Jaehwan think he understood which god this man served.


Ignis. There was a god by that name who had supported him.


Andersen had mentioned them several times as well.


The ruler of the Third Site, Tropical Night.


The Third Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Ignis, the God of Flames.


And this man called Karavan appeared to be Ignis’s Vicegerent.


Maiad studied Karavan’s appearance and asked,


“It seems you do not have anyone with you?”


“Well...”


Karavan pursed his lips.


“Some damn bastard beat me to it. So I am only here to watch this time.”


“If you take it easy, I may take the Three Divine Artifacts before you do.”


“If that happens, you will die by my hand... no, by my god’s hand.”


Karavan playfully raised a fist at Maiad and laughed. Maiad answered with an unreadable smile.


The atmosphere seemed calm on the surface, but Jaehwan sensed a strange tension between them.


For some reason, Maiad seemed more wary of this man than Pest.


“Anyway, nice to meet you, God Slayer. My god likes you a lot. If you have time later, they would like to speak with you for a moment.”


With that, Karavan patted Jaehwan’s shoulder and walked away. His seat was a table on the second floor at the edge of the hall.


Maiad watched him leave and muttered,


“I had no idea everyone was after Jaehwan. It seems I was fortunate.”


Instead of answering Maiad, Jaehwan focused on the gods in the hall.


As he encountered Russell, Shiyu, Thanatos, Pest, and Karavan in turn, countless simulations repeated in Jaehwan’s mind.


「Sanctuary Manifestation」

「World Stab」

「Path of the Wave」


Jaehwan was conducting virtual battles against the gods here, using every technique he possessed.


Then he became certain.


There were more than five enemies here against whom he could not guarantee victory, even if he used his secret technique, 「Constellation Rending」.


There were at least two enemies he would likely lose to even if he used 「Constellation Rending」.


Even after becoming this strong, there were still many gods stronger than him.


That was the 《Abyss》. Mulack must have reached the end of the world after making their way through an 《Abyss》 like this.


A commotion broke out at the front of the hall then.


The loudly chatting gods began to fall silent one by one. Pest’s worms crawled rapidly about, and Jaehwan saw Shiyu and Thanatos’s expressions harden.


It seemed something was finally about to begin.


“I look forward to your cooperation, Jaehwan.”


With Maiad’s whisper, a host appeared atop the stage.


Then a message appeared in the air.


[The grand auction will now begin.]
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The auctioneer was a Dream Demon named Raynald.


Dressed in a suit, the Dream Demon had clearly hosted auctions many times before. Every expression and word carried the air of a seasoned professional.


[······ Therefore, the proceedings of this grand auction are the same as those of a regular auction. When an item you desire appears, please place a bid. If the highest bid remains unchanged for over one minute, the item will be sold.]


After finishing the explanation in a dry voice, Raynald immediately presented the first auction item. The proceedings were swift and precise, without any unnecessary pleasantries.


[Then we will begin at once.]


A display case made from a marble-like material rose from the center of the stage. Inside lay a pair of black daggers, seemingly the auction item. Its name appeared on the screen.


Blade Lord’s Secret Blades


The surrounding gods began murmuring.


“Blade Lord.”


“There was someone like that five hundred years ago. A fairly famous swordsman.”


“It must be genuine.”


Since it appeared to be a weapon used by a powerful Lord, the gods immediately began bidding.


“One million trust.”


“One point zero five million.”


“I bid 1.3 million.”


The price rose at once. One million, two million, three million. As expected of gods with influence in the 《Abyss》, even their bidding increments were extraordinary. In the end, the ‘Blade Lord’s Secret Blades’ sold for 13.49 million trust.


The bidding battles continued afterward.


Thunder Temple Chariot

Ice Dragon Bracelet

Reinholtz’s Prototype Bunker

······.


Some Parts looked worthwhile even to Jaehwan, while others were obviously all appearance and no substance. A few even looked counterfeit.


“Isn’t that rather good?”


Maiad, who had silently watched the auction, spoke for the first time.


The item on display was a white coat. It had no remarkable design, just an ordinary coat that could be found anywhere. As Jaehwan studied it, he felt a strange sense that he had seen it somewhere before.


Infinite Dimensional Void Coat


Jaehwan narrowed his eyes and muttered to himself.


That looks like the Skin Runald used to like.


Maiad carefully examined the coat as well, then made a request of Jaehwan.


“Please bid on that one too.”


Perhaps because it was not a Part with any particularly remarkable effects, no one besides Maiad placed a bid. Jaehwan offered 100,000 trust, and one minute later, won it without difficulty.


Items sold for less than one million trust could be received immediately. Maiad promptly tried on the newly acquired coat.


After buying it, the coat turned out to suit Maiad quite well.


“Was it made by a Dream Demon?”


“No.”


It was not strange. Dream Demons were not the only ones capable of making Parts.


What was truly strange was what Maiad said next.


“This is not an item from this world. How interesting.”


“Then where is it from?”


“I do not know either. It seems to be one of the items that crossed over from the outer universe.”


The outer universe. Come to think of it, Jaehwan had heard something similar in the 〈Metaverse〉. The borders between dimensions had grown thin, allowing information from other universes to cross over. This Part was likely one such object.


“Isn’t it fascinating? The possibility that there may be worlds untouched by the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


There were worlds outside this world.


As Maiad said it, Maiad looked somewhat lonely.


“If there is an item Jaehwan wants, you may bid on it too. I can give you one as a gift.”


“When will the Three Divine Artifacts appear?”


“They will probably come last.”


More than ten items had already appeared, yet many gods did not join the bidding. They only yawned with bored expressions or busied themselves checking 《Little Brother》. How many more items passed by like that?


Then an auction item finally caught Jaehwan’s attention.


Master’s Treatise


It was an old book. A book so ancient that it looked as if it would fall apart if handled carelessly.


The auctioneer began a brief explanation.


[This ancient book was collected nine hundred years ago. Unfortunately, its contents could not be deciphered. However, it has been confirmed that the language recorded within is one of the unique languages used by Dream Demons of that era.]


The auctioneer took a light breath and continued.


[Not only does it use an unusual language, but the arrangement of the language itself is unique. Even if parts of the language are deciphered, the book has been written so that its contents cannot be properly understood.]


“What? Then it cannot be read.”


As if agreeing with the gods’ complaints, the auctioneer nodded.


[This method of arrangement was favored by certain Masters in the past. If you succeed in deciphering the book, you may discover a great secret.]


Since the auctioneer was also a Dream Demon, the book’s authenticity was guaranteed.


A few gods looked at each other and whispered.


“Should we buy it?”


“No, forget it.”


“Why?”


“If it could be deciphered, Hatchinold’s Dream Demons would have solved it first. They are putting it up for auction because even they could not.”


It was a reasonable argument.


If the ancient book definitely contained a great secret, the Dream Demons would have found a way to decipher it. Instead, they had put it up for auction.


In other words, the Dream Demons had judged that the contents were not worth the effort needed to decipher them.


But Jaehwan was different.


“I’ll buy that.”


“Pardon? You mean that book?”


When Jaehwan nodded, Maiad spoke with surprise.


“I did not know you had an interest in books.”


It was a misunderstanding, of course. Still, Jaehwan did not feel any need to explain.


He looked at the old book’s binding.


Only Jaehwan had recognized the ancient book for what it was.


It was a record left behind by the Master, Mulack.


The pages that swiftly passed over the screen. The distinctive handwriting and arrangement of the language on the book’s surface. They proved it.


There was no doubt. The book used the same arrangement Mulack had used in 『Record of the Abyss』.


If he obtained that book, he might be able to understand the parts of 『Record of the Abyss』 that he had been unable to decipher.


[The auction will begin.]


Jaehwan immediately raised his hand.


“500,000 trust.”


It was a price high enough to drive away moderate competitors without drawing unnecessary attention.


His strategy seemed to work. Even some gods who had shown curiosity appeared ready to give up on bidding.


Then.


“600,000 trust.”


A competitor suddenly appeared.


Jaehwan reflexively looked toward the bidder. It was a gloomy-looking man sitting at the northern table, drinking wine.


[Derek Milt, 600,000.]


Dark Heaven, was it?


Jaehwan named another price.


“700,000.”


“800,000.”


“900,000.”


“One million.”


As the price quickly climbed, even the surrounding gods looked somewhat surprised.


“Is there something in that ancient book?”


Gods who had been looking through 《Little Brother》 began turning their attention to the auction one by one, intrigued by the unexpectedly fierce contest.


“Who are those two?”


“Heaven’s End and Dark Heaven.”


“Oh, a clash between Eight Heavens.”


A few gods occasionally offered bids out of curiosity, but they all gave up before the relentlessly rising price.


Before long, it had climbed far beyond three million.


“3.5 million.”


“3.6 million.”


The bids rose by 100,000 at a time. The gods watching the auction exchanged intrigued looks, wondering who would win this game of chicken.


Jaehwan grew increasingly impatient. He had assumed there would be no real competition.


Could this Dark Heaven have recognized that the ancient book belonged to Mulack as well?


Maiad whispered softly.


“I heard Dark Heaven likes books. It seems he has become quite taken with that ancient book.”


Only then did Jaehwan notice the several books resting on Dark Heaven’s table. He had thought they were decorations for the auction hall, but they appeared to be Dark Heaven’s personal collection.


Maiad laughed lightly.


“Books in this age. What an exceedingly boring hobby.”


The bid had already surpassed four million.


Jaehwan called out another price.


“4.1 million.”


This time, the bid did not immediately change. It likely meant the other side was nearing its limit.


Dark Heaven lightly wet his throat with the wine on his table and turned toward Jaehwan.


“Six million.”


A faint World Pressure rested in his gloomy, shadowed gaze.


「Give up.」


That was roughly what it seemed to mean.


So Jaehwan glared back with roughly the following meaning.


「No, you give up.」


Dark Heaven’s eyebrow twitched.


「I have never yielded a book.」


「Then this will be your first time.」


Dark Heaven tilted his head slightly.


「Do you like books too?」


Jaehwan was not sure whether he was properly interpreting the exchange, but he gave another look that conveyed whatever.


「This is important to me.」


Dark Heaven looked somewhat surprised at Jaehwan’s answer, however he had taken it.


Without breaking eye contact, Jaehwan asked Maiad, “How much can I spend?”


“Thank you for asking. You have already spent far more than expected, but······.”


Maiad rubbed their chin for a moment before speaking.


“Please spend only enough that it will not interfere with the main auction item.”


Jaehwan named the price without hesitation.


“Ten million trust.”


A brief silence fell over the auction hall.


Shiyu, who had been watching the auction, let out a short exclamation.


“Ho. Ten million for a single book.”


There were certainly gods here who could afford ten million trust. Yet there were very few who would pay that much for nothing more than a book.


Gods surprised by Jaehwan’s boldness began murmuring.


“It seems that guy has quite a lot of Followers too.”


“He is a famous god lately, so probably.”


“What a big spender. A brutal price befitting his nickname.”


Of course, Jaehwan was not the one who had to bear that brutal price.


Ten seconds, twenty seconds, thirty seconds······.


Even as the clock continued ticking, Dark Heaven did not react. He remained silent, holding an empty glass on the table.


Forty seconds······ Fifty seconds.


Dark Heaven slowly raised his head, looked between Jaehwan and the auction item, then finally put down his glass with a soft sigh.


[‘Master’s Treatise’ has been sold to Jaehwan-nim.]


Success.


As a few gods gave light congratulatory applause, Jaehwan glanced at Maiad. He had expected Maiad to be flustered by the greater-than-expected expense, but Maiad’s expression remained calm.


“I will repay you later.”


“Having you as my companion is repayment enough.”


Maiad smiled slyly, as if ten million trust was nothing.


For a moment, Jaehwan wanted to see this shameless bastard flustered at least once.


Fortunately, the opportunity came quickly.


[At last, today’s main auction item.]


The curtain behind the stage lifted, revealing the exterior of an enormous auction item.


It was a gigantic steel body in human form.


Even crouched down, it was larger than most Horned Beasts. It was clearly at least over ten meters tall.


The gods seated at the tables broke into a great commotion.


“Oh, that is.”


“Damn it, was it real?”


Maiad nodded as if this was exactly what had been expected.


“As anticipated, it is that Part.”


“You know what it is?”


“It is the strongest Gigantes in the 《Abyss》, ‘Deus Ex Machina.’”


At that moment, 『Record of the Abyss』 began turning through Jaehwan’s mind.


「Gigantes」


The collective name for piloted steel giants created during the era when the Ancient God Deus’s forces ran rampant.


Depending on their output, these extraordinary Parts could amplify the World Force of the Vicegerents or Followers inside them from as little as 1.2 times to as much as five times.


Deus Ex Machina, said to have been used by Deus of the Three Ancient Gods, was the most powerful weapon among those Gigantes.


Jaehwan pushed 「Doubt」 to its limit and examined Deus Ex Machina’s exterior.


Deus’s flamboyantly engraved crest, refined finishing shaped with elegance. He did not need to take it apart to see that it was a work touched by an excellent craftsman.


Still, Jaehwan felt oddly disappointed.


It does not have the same force as the Void Sword.


Catastrophe’s Void Sword, which transformed all existence into Deadmans, had sent a dizzying feeling through him from the moment he gripped its hilt. Even though he was the one holding it, whenever Jaehwan swung the Void Sword, it felt as though his soul would be torn into pieces.


A weapon that seemed not to know the meaning of control.


Compared to that, the steel giant was somehow······.


With the sound of a bell announcing the auction’s start, the auctioneer opened their mouth.


[The starting bid is-]


At that moment, Jaehwan felt as if his spine had creaked violently.


The auctioneer’s voice cut off powerlessly, like a damaged videotape.


The surprised gods’ eyes slowly widened. Yet no one could speak.


It felt as if the space and time around them had been paralyzed.


Jaehwan knew this feeling well. He had fought a god who controlled this power in the 〈Metaverse〉.


Jaehwan turned his head toward the auction hall entrance. Light sparks scattered in the direction he turned, as though the space and time around him were creating intense friction against his movement.


Someone stood at the entrance.


A strange figure wearing a pitch-black fur coat, carrying ominous World Pressure.


He did not need to be told who it was.


The Fifth Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Chronos, the God of Time.


Chronos swept a terrifying gaze over Jaehwan, then turned his attention toward Dark Heaven at the northern table.


Dark Heaven opened his mouth.


“Two billion trust.”
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“The greatest stake a life can wager is life itself. Then how many lives does it take to change a world? Can it truly be changed at all?”


- The God of Mortality ‘Thanatos’.


* * *


Chronos’s arrival threw the auction house into an uproar.


The opening bid was a staggering two billion trust.


The gods gaped at the unimaginable sum.


“What kind of price is that...?”


“Is he serious?”


The gods who had been watching the room began checking their own pockets.


In truth, most of the gods attending the Grand Auction still doubted whether the ‘Three Divine Artifacts’ were real.


But this was not just anyone. Dark Heaven had put up two billion trust.


“So it really is ‘Deus Ex Machina.’”


“Come to think of it, Dark Heaven used to be Chronos’s left arm.”


The gods glanced toward Chronos.


Rather than heading to his table, Chronos stood guard at the entrance like a gatekeeper.


[Are there no additional bidders?]


The gods’ hesitation was palpable in the tense atmosphere.


The price was one issue, but the first bidder was none other than Dark Heaven, Chronos’s left arm.


In other words, joining this auction was practically a declaration that they intended to stand directly against the Seven Divine Thrones.


Forty seconds remained until the item was sold.


Dark Heaven already wore the expression of someone certain he had won. He had likely even saved the money he would have spent on ancient books for this single bid.


That was when Ignis intervened.


[Fifth Seat. You cannot participate in this auction. You have not forgotten the Seven Seats Agreement, have you?]


Chronos, who had been calmly surveying the room, answered without concern.


[Dark Heaven made the bid, not me.]


[That is the same thing, you bastard. Are you saying it does not count because your left arm did it instead of you?]


[Dark Heaven is no longer my left arm. Dark Heaven became independent recently.]


Karavan glared at Chronos after that shameless answer.


[Ah, so a severed arm is no longer your arm?]


Dark Heaven, receiving Karavan’s gaze from afar, shrugged as if to say it was true.


Maiad muttered with a faint smile.


“This has become troublesome for Ignis. Whether Chronos is telling the truth or not, the other Seven Divine Thrones cannot simply watch this happen.”


Jaehwan understood the situation as well.


Even if Dark Heaven had truly left Chronos’s faction, Dark Heaven was still one of the Eight Heavens of the 《Abyss》. If someone of the Eight Heavens obtained the Three Divine Artifacts, they might gain power equal to the current Seven Divine Thrones.


Whether he was Chronos’s left arm or former left arm, Dark Heaven was a god tied to Chronos.


The other Seven Divine Thrones could never welcome this situation.


[Ten seconds remain!]


Maiad spoke.


“Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan nodded. It was about time to join the fight.


“Two billion fifty million.”


[Two billion fifty million. Is that correct?]


The auctioneer’s eyes widened when Jaehwan raised the price by fifty million in a single bid.


“Two billion fifty million?”


“Who was that?”


“Heaven’s End.”


“Does Heaven’s End have that much trust?”


“That cannot be. Even the Seven Divine Thrones would find that amount burdensome.”


Dark Heaven furrowed his brow as if asking whether Jaehwan intended to interfere again. After a moment of thought, he made another bid.


“Two billion one hundred million.”


“Two billion two hundred million.”


“Two billion three hundred million.”


The bidding war rose in units of one hundred million.


With one hundred million trust, there were almost no Parts in the 《Abyss》 that could not be obtained. Yet that same hundred million was now being used as a mere bidding increment.


Even Maiad looked slightly tense this time.


It was understandable. This was a price war on a completely different scale from competing in the tens of millions.


Feeling a strange sense of satisfaction, Jaehwan began calling out prices without restraint.


“Two billion nine hundred million.”


“Three billion.”


“Three billion one hundred million.”


Once the price surpassed three billion, Dark Heaven slowed down as well. The cost was becoming a burden even to him.


For a brief moment, Dark Heaven exchanged looks with Chronos.


Chronos, who no longer looked as relaxed as before, began glaring at Jaehwan with his usual terrifying gaze.


Jaehwan, of course, kept calling out prices regardless.


Maiad muttered as though exhausted.


“Jaehwan is remarkable.”


“You are the one who told me to bid as I pleased.”


“Whether in the 《Great Realm》 or the 《Abyss》, there is no one who is not conditioned by numbers. Yet you remain calm while calling out sums like that. Even though it is someone else’s money.”


“I will take that as praise. Three billion three hundred million.”


The highest bid was immediately surpassed.


Dark Heaven raised his bid in response.


“Three billion three hundred fifty million.”


Dark Heaven’s face had grown darker than before.


Realizing his chance had come, Jaehwan was about to call out another bid.


“Four billion.”


The price had suddenly risen by six hundred fifty million.


Yet neither Jaehwan nor Dark Heaven had called it.


It came from someone who had watched the situation unfold all this time.


“What? Who was that?”


“Who are they with?”


“They are sitting near Pest. Are they with the God of Pestilence?”


“But they are at a different table.”


Jaehwan calmly examined the bidder’s appearance.


They wore a shabby cape much like the one he had often worn in 《Chaos》.


Since when had someone like that been there?


They did not possess the distinctive overwhelming presence of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Even when Jaehwan drove 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 to their limits, all he could sense was an extremely refined, inorganic World Force.


Only then did Jaehwan understand why his attention had never gone to them.


That being barely felt alive.


+


<Top Bidder Rankings>


1) X - Four billion

2) Derek Milt - Three billion three hundred fifty million

3) Jaehwan - Three billion three hundred million


+


“X...?”


The gods stirred at a name they had never seen before.


“Four billion? Can they really pay that much?”


“Hey, auctioneer. Has that person’s identity been verified?”


“I have never even heard that name before!”


Signs of unrest appeared among the audience as well.


It was only natural. A god no one had heard of or seen before had appeared and made an absurd bid.


Not everyone reacted that way.


Maiad’s gaze had deepened at some point.


It was an extremely subtle change, but Jaehwan did not miss it.


“So they are your target.”


Maiad’s shoulders twitched at the casual remark.


“I do not know what you mean.”


“Did you not use me to draw them out?”


The pieces were falling into place one by one in Jaehwan’s mind.


Maiad had suddenly appeared and asked to accompany him. The goodwill that had been uncomfortably excessive. The offers that had been far too favorable to Jaehwan.


And...


That strange feeling he had sensed from ‘Deus Ex Machina.’


“If you are going to deny it until the end, there is nothing I can do.”


“Deny it? That hurts.”


Jaehwan opened his mouth as Maiad shrugged.


“Five billion.”


The auction house, which had been in an uproar, fell silent again as the price abruptly jumped by one billion.


The gods looked at Jaehwan as though they had misheard him.


“Jaehwan?”


Maiad visibly panicked this time, perhaps not expecting him to call such a huge amount.


Five billion was also the maximum sum Maiad had mentioned.


[Five billion has been bid!]


The auctioneer’s voice was slightly excited.


X immediately responded.


“Six billion.”


Jaehwan answered without backing down.


“Seven billion.”


“Wait, Jaehwan, any more than that...”


But poor Maiad’s voice was swallowed by the heat of the auction house.


X spoke again.


“Seven billion five...”


“Eight billion.”


Jaehwan called eight billion before X had even finished saying seven billion five hundred million.


Even X seemed to hesitate now.


After deliberating for a long time, they called out another price.


“Eight billion five hundred million!”


The record price in Hachenold Grand Auction history had already been broken long ago.


Those demanding to know X’s identity had shut their mouths and were watching the auction.


Even the auctioneer, seemingly impressed, added a comment.


[Eight billion five hundred million trust. That is a figure I have never seen before.]


A few gods’ Vicegerents were no longer staring at ‘Deus Ex Machina,’ but at Jaehwan and X.


Before the unfathomable sum of eight billion five hundred million, the direction of their greed wavered.


For gods who lacked the courage to bid on the Three Divine Artifacts against the Seven Divine Thrones, eight billion five hundred million trust was worth more than Deus Ex Machina.


「Heaven’s End, huh.」


「They say he destroyed the Metaverse, but not all those rumors can be true.」


「The Leader was only the King of the Metaverse, not a god of truly proven strength.」


「I heard his innate World Force is not that great.」


「That X is the same. If they do not have a proper backing...」


Ominous 「Push」 messages were already spreading.


Jaehwan had expected it to some extent, so he was not particularly flustered.


It was his turn to bid.


In a calm, quiet voice, he declared,


“Twenty billion.”


Every doubtful voice from the audience vanished.


A few gods looked as though they could not comprehend the number.


The Vicegerents who had been relentlessly glaring at Jaehwan, and the powerhouses who had watched the situation with interest, all held their breath.


Even Raynald, who had been running the auction with an excited expression, stood with his mouth hanging open.


[Twenty billion. Are you serious?]


It was twenty billion.


Not a single transaction involving twenty billion trust had ever taken place in auction history.


Put simply, if even one of the highest-grade gods possessed twenty billion trust, that god could, if only for a moment, wield World Pressure greater than that of the Seven Divine Thrones.


It was enough trust to become a bridge toward the Seven Divine Thrones.


The gazes of the gods watching Jaehwan gradually filled with greed.


[Are there no further bidders?]


Neither X nor Dark Heaven showed any sign of answering this time.


They too lacked the means to pay twenty billion.


Twenty seconds, ten seconds...


Then,


[Congratulations! ‘Deus Ex Machina’ has been sold to Jaehwan-nim for twenty billion trust.]


At last, the owner of the Three Divine Artifacts was decided amid suffocating tension.


Unlike the other auction items, no applause followed Jaehwan’s winning bid.


The auctioneer awkwardly clapped alone, then spoke to Jaehwan.


[As the amount for this item is substantial, please make payment here immediately.]


Jaehwan rose from his seat and approached the stage.


Guided by the attendants, he took out the blank check Maiad had given him.


How was he supposed to write this? Did he simply fill in the number?


He had never written a check before, so it was only natural that he did not know.


Just as Jaehwan hesitated, someone shouted from the entrance.


[Foolish auctioneers. Do you truly believe someone like him can pay twenty billion trust?]


It was Chronos, the God of Time.


That became the signal for the other gods to begin protesting.


“That is right! This is a conspiracy!”


“This auction cannot be accepted.”


“Auctioneer, cancel the sale!”


Jaehwan could not understand why the gods were already rising up when he had not even paid the amount yet.


In the distance, Maiad shook their head.


「I told you, up to five billion.」


Only then did Jaehwan understand what Maiad had meant.


Five billion was not Maiad’s limit.


More precisely, it was the limit of what the gods’ reason could accept.


[The auction ends here.]


Chronos’s immense World Pressure seized the hall, and the auction house entrance was firmly blocked.


It was a declaration that no one would leave the auction house without Chronos’s permission.


Karavan sprang to their feet, and Ignis’s warning rang out.


[Chronos!]


Chronos did not withdraw his World Force.


The Seven Seats Agreement was a promise that could exist only while the Seven Divine Thrones’ power remained equal.


If one of the Seven Divine Thrones obtained the Three Divine Artifacts, the agreement could not continue in the first place.


From that day on, the 《Abyss》 would belong not to the Seven Divine Thrones, but to a single god.


Jaehwan watched the gods approaching the stage and gave a bitter smile.


So it had come to this after all.


It was the moment the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉, later recorded as one of the five great incidents involving Jaehwan, began.
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The gods’ weapons clashed, and the auction house became a complete mess in an instant.


Raynald, the auctioneer, and the staff rushed onto the stage to form a barrier, but their opponents were the supreme-grade gods of the 《Abyss》.


“Aaaagh!”


The auctioneer’s emergency barrier covered the stage, but it could not withstand attacks of this scale.


Above all, three of the Seven Divine Thrones were here.


“Contact the World Force Suppression Bureau! Hurry!”


The auctioneer shouted despite already knowing the answer. A battle had broken out where the strongest gods of the 《Abyss》 had gathered. The Bureau’s employees had likely already fainted, unable to withstand the shockwaves.


[Kill them.]


At Chronos’s command, the Clockmakers who had stormed the auction house clashed with the high-grade gods. Fierce sparks flew from their Parts.


Some gods still tried to reach for the Three Divine Artifacts, but most had their hands cut off by attacks from the Eight Heavens or Seven Stars.


“Gaaah!”


A man watched the chaos from the auction house’s second floor.


Karavan, Ignis’s Vicegerent, kept exclaiming in admiration as black blades surged wildly below.


“Ignis-nim, this is even more incredible than you said.”


[I told you.]


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Every time Jaehwan’s sword strikes exploded, fragments of the ruined stage flew into the air. Followers of high-grade gods were shredded like moths amid the rays of Stab.


Still, that was not enough to justify the name Heaven’s End.


Then a black sword formed from ominous World Force appeared in Jaehwan’s left hand. He laid the black sword over Solitary Existence.


Karavan murmured in admiration.


“So that is the Setting called 「Fall」. It feels strange seeing it in person after only watching it on screen.”


[Looks like he changed swords.]


“When did you even notice that?”


[It is a basic requirement for any fan.]


The light of 「Fall」 wrapped around Jaehwan’s Solitary Existence and stained the air. The enhancement-type Settings of the approaching high-grade gods shattered one after another.


“W-What is this...?”

“Watch out. If you touch his Setting...”


The startled high-grade gods shouted.


Watching the scene, Ignis murmured in surprise.


[As expected, it is a 「Setting」 that destroys 「Settings」 themselves.]


“Isn’t he just crushing them with World Force?”


[No. He is controlling his World Force to an extreme degree right now. There is no other way to explain it unless that Setting itself has such power. Watch carefully.]


The Vicegerents Jaehwan struck a few times rapidly lost World Force, then went limp and collapsed like Dolls whose links had been severed.


Karavan asked suspiciously, “What type is it? It seems to ignore compatibility.”


[It is dual-type.]


“There was another dual-type Setting besides our Crimson Flame Tribulation?”


[The Black Flame Dragon used by that Dragon God bastard is also a dual-type Setting.]


“Ah, right. That is true.”


[It seems to use an enhancement-type Setting as its base, then combine it with a law-type Setting that destroys the opponent’s 「Setting」... Hmm. How did he even make that?]


While they talked about such petty matters, half the Vicegerents who had charged in as the advance force had already been cut down by Jaehwan.


By then, even the gods were beginning to panic. Karavan was no different.


“Doesn’t it look like the god he just hit suffered soul extinction?”


[It does.]


In principle, killing a high-grade god in the 《Abyss》 was nearly impossible. As long as even a single Follower remained, a god could not truly disappear.


Even killing every Follower did not immediately destroy the god. There was a short grace period.


In other words, as long as a god gained new Followers quickly enough, that god could live forever.


“I heard there was a god he caused to suffer soul extinction in the 〈Metaverse〉. It might be true.”


Of course, there were ways to kill a god.


The Seven Divine Thrones and the Awakened Ones of the 「Rupture」 also knew methods to cause a god’s soul extinction. Yet even they did not use those methods to carry out indiscriminate slaughter. Usually, they stopped after killing the Vicegerent or wiping out the Followers.


Otherwise, they would be condemned by the other gods of the 《Abyss》.


But Jaehwan did not seem to care about such unspoken rules. As far as Karavan knew, there had only been two gods in the 《Abyss》 who acted as though no one else mattered.


Big Brother, the System’s guardian.


And Catastrophe, the slayer of gods.


There were unusual cases like the Awakened Ones of the 「Rupture」 and the God of the Deep Sea Russell, but all of them had the protection of a particular faction. At least they had someone powerful behind them before doing something insane.


Jaehwan did not.


“Should we step in if things get worse? At this rate, that bastard will become a public enemy of the Abyss. And if he really has twenty billion trust, this will become a serious problem. If the other Eight Heavens or Divine Thrones steal the trust and convert it into World Force... Why are you laughing, Ignis-nim?”


[Do you really think he has that much trust?]


“Huh? Then what?”


[If that bastard actually had twenty billion trust, he would have swallowed it all, smashed the auction house, and taken the Three Divine Artifacts.]


Come to think of it, that made sense. Anyone with twenty billion World Force could simply raid the auction house and seize the Three Divine Artifacts. There was no need to go through all this trouble.


[Someone clearly arranged this whole scene. They deliberately caused this incident to coincide with the trust payment.]


“Who arranged it?”


[You will find out soon enough. They will reveal themselves near the Three Divine Artifacts soon.]


“Ah, I see. That bastard must be trying to steal Deus Ex Machina, right?”


[Hm?]


“Isn’t that obvious? The reason they caused all this trouble must be because of those Three Divine Artifacts!”


[Well, that could be true, but unless they are an idiot, Deus Ex Machina will not be their goal.]


“What do you mean?”


Ignis asked in a disappointed voice.


[You still have not noticed?]


“Huh? Noticed what?”


At Karavan’s confused reply, Ignis continued in a contemptuous tone.


[What Deus Ex Machina? It is obviously fake, you idiot.]


* * *


Fake.


The moment Jaehwan saw Deus Ex Machina up close, he realized it.


He had not been certain when he saw it from afar, but now there was no doubt. It was a well-made Part, but it was definitely not one of the Three Divine Artifacts.


“He is after the Three Divine Artifacts!”


Seizing the brief opening, the high-grade gods targeted Jaehwan.


Clang!


Jaehwan knocked away the incoming blades and frowned. He could not understand why he was going through all this trouble over a fake Three Divine Artifact.


No. Perhaps it was not because of the Three Divine Artifacts.


Jaehwan thought of Maiad’s check in his pocket. Perhaps Maiad had foreseen this scene from the moment they brought him along.


“Hand over the trust.”


The one who charged at him with such an obvious line was Turis, the God of Javelins and one of the Seven Stars. Summoning a translucent javelin in his right hand, Turis threw seven at Jaehwan at once.


「War God’s Javelin」


Turis’s Setting came into view through Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」. It was a typical enhancement-type Setting, but each strike held an abnormal amount of condensed World Force.


Jaehwan quickly took cover behind a display case. With sharp whistles, the case shattered and auction items flew through the air.


He grabbed a conspicuous pair of secret blades.


Blade Lord’s Secret Blades.


Jaehwan threw the secret blades at the charging gods. Wrapped in 「Fall」, they whirled through the air and created a storm of World Force.


Turis hurriedly retreated, but the high-grade gods who missed their chance to flee were caught in the storm.


“Gaaah!”


Before Jaehwan’s 「Fall」, which suddenly eroded their worlds, the gods had no time to prepare before they were destroyed.


‘At least high-grade gods’ Vicegerents will not be a problem.’


This was Jaehwan’s first battle after leaving the 〈Metaverse〉.


He needed a chance to assess his own combat ability. He had defeated the Leader, but that battle had taken place inside the 〈Metaverse〉.


After several exchanges, Jaehwan realized that 「Fall」 was stronger than it had been within the 〈Metaverse〉. The 〈Metaverse〉 had been the Driver’s world, so perhaps his Setting had been under a penalty until now.


“Do not touch that sword! If you do, your Setting will break!”


The problem was that he lost more World Force than when fighting in the 〈Metaverse〉. As his breathing grew heavier, his World Force drained faster.


“Join forces!”


As the Vicegerents of high-grade gods died one after another, the panicked gods began working together to pressure Jaehwan. Chronos’s Clockmakers also entered the battle, keeping Jaehwan’s hands even busier.


Feeling his World Force gradually decrease, Jaehwan began to sense danger.


Then someone spoke.


“Leave this place to us.”


Two men stepped forward, blocking the enemies as though they were protecting Jaehwan.


They were Old Heaven Shiyu and Death Heaven Thanatos.


The gods who had charged in recoiled in shock at the Eight Heavens’ sudden intervention.


Chronos’s cold voice echoed from afar.


[Shiyu. What are you doing?]


“We will not touch your Clockmakers, so do not worry.”

“Go, Heaven’s End. You are the winning bidder for that item.”


The Eight Heavens did not seem to realize Deus Ex Machina was fake yet. There was no time to explain.


Jaehwan gave a small nod and turned toward the back of the stage.


“Stop.”


A sharp javelin blocked his path. It belonged to Turis, but the problem was the thin layer of ice spreading across the floor around it.


Jaehwan released World Force to block the cold biting into his feet.


“Not bad.”


When he turned his head, Pao, the God of Sleet, targeted Jaehwan’s side with a frost-covered gauntlet. The two gods who had disliked Jaehwan since he entered the auction house had chosen to join forces.


Turis’s javelin targeted Jaehwan’s head, while Pao’s gauntlet aimed for his side.


Crash!


Someone blocked both the javelin and gauntlet at once.


The God of the Deep Sea Russell.


One of the Seven Stars who controlled the power of waves, and who had fought Jaehwan on the Eighth Floor of the 〈Metaverse〉.


Russell deflected the two Seven Stars’ attacks, then spoke without looking back at Jaehwan.


“I will repay my debt with this.”


Jaehwan had never expected Russell, of all people, to help him.


“Russell. Have you gone insane?”


Pao’s furious fist was blocked by Russell’s palm.


Turis sneered at Russell.


“Why are you helping the God Slayer? Did some bond form between fellow ‘God Slayers’?”


Russell knocked aside Turis’s rushing javelins.


“Get out. You have no chance of winning if you fight here.”


Jaehwan could not understand why Russell was helping him. Was Russell grateful that Jaehwan had spared his Vicegerent in the 〈Metaverse〉?


He examined the enemies Russell was facing.


Turis, the God of Javelins, and Pao, the God of Sleet.


Along with numerous high-grade gods.


Russell might somehow be able to protect himself against opponents of that level.


The problem was Dark Heaven, who had been sitting quietly at a table in the distance, now rising from his seat.


“I suppose it is time to catch the book thief.”


The air around Dark Heaven changed with every step he took.


Jaehwan had never faced an enemy at the level of the Eight Heavens, aside from the Leader and Old Heaven.


Still, there was one thing he knew without fighting Dark Heaven. If Jaehwan fled now, Russell would certainly die.


When Jaehwan still showed no sign of fleeing, Russell turned back in irritation.


“Why...”

“I will join forces with you this once.”


Jaehwan adjusted his grip on Solitary Existence’s hilt.


He still had more than half his World Force remaining. There was also a technique perfectly suited to this situation.


A technique ideal for sweeping away all the gods before him at once.


Perhaps realizing what Jaehwan intended to do, a strange light passed through Russell’s eyes.


“I understand.”


The moment their gazes met, Russell manifested his Sanctuary. Russell’s world, which had turned the Eighth Floor into a sea of blood, flooded outward.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Deep Sea」


Waves formed around Russell and began sweeping through the entire hall. Some unprepared high-grade gods were torn apart along with the waves, but Turis and Pao were different.


They manifested their own Sanctuaries to block the Deep Sea and prepared to counterattack.


Pao’s cold gathered around Turis’s straight javelin. Enhancement-type and manipulation-type Settings intertwined, concentrating terrifying power into the javelin.


But if it was Sanctuary Bonding, Jaehwan could do the same.


Sizzle.


Part of a Sanctuary manifested across Solitary Existence’s surface, and 「The World After the Fall」 appeared.


Jaehwan did not know whether this would work. Sanctuary Bonding was not a technique that succeeded easily.


Yet he did not feel as though it would fail.


The moment Turis’s javelin pierced through the Deep Sea, Russell, who had been endlessly releasing waves of World Force, spoke.


“Go.”


Dark Heaven had sensed the unusual World Pressure from afar and rushed over.


But it was already too late.


At Russell’s signal, Jaehwan’s Solitary Existence moved.


When Jaehwan had first met Russell in the 〈Metaverse〉, Jaehwan had cut through those waves and displayed a single technique.


This time, the waves were not his enemy.


「Path of the Wave」


Jaehwan’s Solitary Existence spewed fire.
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KRAAAAAASH!


With a deafening roar, Hatchinold’s hall was completely overturned. Gods screamed as the underground auction house’s pillars collapsed and the ground began to sink.


It was the result of Jaehwan and Russell’s combined strike.


Jaehwan and Russell kicked off the ground and soared into the air almost simultaneously.


Was it the backlash of their momentary World Binding?


Jaehwan forced down the nausea rising in his throat. Beside him, Russell bent over and vomited World Force onto the floor.


Russell casually wiped his mouth, glanced around, and muttered, “This is the first time even I’ve killed this many.”


Not many gods remained after the thick dust settled. Most of the survivors could barely support their wounded bodies.


Russell spoke in a hollow voice.


“You really are insane. You’ll be a public enemy of the Abyss now.”


“You’ll be one too.”


“I already am a public enemy of the Abyss.”


The Vicegerents of high-grade and supreme-grade gods had been wiped out. On top of that, Jaehwan believed two gods of Seven-Star caliber had been completely annihilated. He could still faintly sense Dark Heaven’s World Force, so it appeared they had failed to finish Dark Heaven off.


Survivors began emerging one by one from the collapsed ruins.


“Damn it, what happened?”


Those who had noticed the disturbance at the auction house were rushing over from afar. Among them were Awakened Ones from the 「Rupture」 and subordinates of the Seven Divine Thrones.


“This has become troublesome. Is it the same outside?”


Jaehwan remained alert as he scanned every direction.


Whooooom.


When he turned around, Raynald and the auction staff were floating up from the rubble inside a bell-shaped barrier. They had activated it at the critical moment and successfully protected Deus Ex Machina.


Dream demon magic truly was remarkable.


Rumble.


Jaehwan and Russell looked up at the sound from the sky.


“What a mess.”


Gods who had escaped the collapse earlier were engaged in fierce battles overhead.


Shiyu of the Eight Heavens and Thanatos were brawling with the Clockmakers. Pest, Ignis, and Chronos of the Seven Divine Thrones were glaring at one another while maintaining a strange deadlock.


They likely knew it as well. If the Seven Divine Thrones fought here, all of Hatchinold could be destroyed.


That was when a jet-black shadow approached Deus Ex Machina.


X.


The mysterious god who had bid on Deus Ex Machina alongside Jaehwan earlier.


Just as X’s elongated arm reached for Deus Ex Machina, a silver blade flashed like lightning toward it.


Clang!


It was Maiad.


X swung a steel prosthetic arm and confronted Maiad. Surprisingly, the two were nearly evenly matched.


Russell, who had been watching with Jaehwan, said, “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but get out of here first. If you stay, you’ll definitely die.”


“I appreciate the concern, but I have something I need to do.”


A black shadow spread over their heads.


The ground caved in, followed by a sound like steel crushing bone.


Russell and Jaehwan were both sent flying and buried in the ruins.


When Jaehwan emerged from the wreckage with a frown, he found the being that had struck him from behind.


A steel giant more than seven or eight meters tall.


Deus Ex Machina?


No. It looked different from Deus Ex Machina.


[As expected of you, Heaven’s End. I never thought I would have to bring this out.]


The voice from within the steel body was familiar. Judging by the World Pressure, it belonged to Turis, whom Jaehwan had believed dead.


Russell ground out, “Damn it. A Gigantes.”


The pages of the 『Record of the Abyss』 turned in Jaehwan’s mind, and information about Gigantes began surfacing one after another.


The 《Abyss》’s war machines, Gigantes.


According to what was known, every Gigantes originated from Deus, the “Destroyer of Plausibility,” one of the Three Ancient Gods.


The God of All Machines, unrivaled when it came to creating Parts.


The method of creating Gigantes was a legendary legacy Deus had left behind in the 《Abyss》.


[Did Pao fall?]


Turis muttered bitterly from inside the Gigantes.


Chronos, who was still confronting the others in the air, glanced toward Turis.


It seemed Turis had been working with Chronos as well.


Small portals opened one after another nearby, and a large number of Gigantes emerged.


“This is insane... Everyone, run!”


“It’s a Holy War!”


Spectators who spotted the Gigantes began fleeing in a panic.


Jaehwan gripped Solitary Existence as he watched the approaching Gigantes.


There were eight of them at a glance. Those who had been on the verge of death moments ago were now inside heaps of scrap metal, overflowing with confident World Force.


KRAAASH!


The ground leaped as though it were being bombarded with every punch.


Their destructive power reminded Jaehwan of the warship 「Nebula」 he had encountered in the 〈Metaverse〉.


Russell warned him, “Be careful. Gods piloting Gigantes have their World Force greatly amplified.”


The Gigantes’ innate ability, 「World Force Amplification」.


Depending on its output, this Setting could multiply World Force by as little as 1.2 times or as much as 1.5 times. That was why gods coveted Gigantes.


“Make sure you survive.”


Jaehwan no longer had the leisure to look after Russell.


Craters formed across the ground as though meteor showers had struck. Every blow carried World Force too powerful to block head-on. Their World Force had been amplified, and the Gigantes’ unique durability had been added on top of that. It felt as though he was facing enemies more than three times stronger.


That was not the only problem.


「Fall」 was ineffective.


Jaehwan only realized it after clashing head-on with a Gigantes. Even after being struck repeatedly by 「Fall」, the gods inside the Gigantes suffered almost no damage.


He did not know whether it was because of the Gigantes Part or because he lacked enough World Force.


One thing was certain. He had no chance of winning in a direct confrontation like this.


“I thought it would be strange for such an incredible Setting to have no penalty.”


The irritating voice came from Maiad, who was fighting behind him.


“If you have time to say that, contribute some World Force.”


“As you can see, I’m in a difficult situation myself.”


Maiad certainly was not gaining an advantage against X.


It was unclear whether Maiad was deliberately holding back or X was simply that strong. The two seemed caught in a peculiar deadlock for some special reason.


[Kill him!]


Jaehwan used 「Earth Stab」 to escape the Gigantes’ attack range while gathering World Force.


He needed an extremely powerful technique, one that could bring down those Gigantes in a single blow.


Yet his World Force was nearly depleted.


Then a thought flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


There was a way to restore his lost World Force, at least temporarily.


He reached into his clothes and gripped the blank check Maiad had given him. The check had no value unless it was exchanged for trust.


Still, it was not as though there was no way to obtain trust.


Dodging the Gigantes’ coordinated attacks, Jaehwan ran toward the vault guarded by the auction staff.


“W-What are you doing?!”


He subdued the two staff members in an instant and threw open the vault.


Trust that had already been paid as auction proceeds poured out like a waterfall.


Jaehwan quickly absorbed it.


Whooooom.


Trust was crystallized from the faith of Followers.


The Prayers clenched in Jaehwan’s fist were being converted into World Force.


[Over there! Attack him!]


Jaehwan turned at once and met the charging Gigantes’ fist with his own.


As the shockwave of their powerful World Force swept outward, Jaehwan immediately followed up.


KRAAASH!


The Gigantes struck by Jaehwan’s fist staggered back three or four steps.


[What?!]


A bare human had collided with a Gigantes, yet the Gigantes had been pushed back.


The Vicegerents of high-grade gods stood dumbfounded.


Jaehwan was not satisfied.


Still not enough.


World Force worth tens of millions of trust surged through his body, but it was not fully his own power.


The enemies inside the Gigantes also possessed formidable World Force.


Most of all, with 「Fall」 ineffective, recklessly wasting power would only make him collapse from World Force depletion again.


“Jaehwan! Take your clothes off.”


Andersen’s voice, having returned at some point, echoed through Jaehwan’s mind.


“Quickly! There’s no time!”


Jaehwan did not hesitate. He threw off his clothes.


Come to think of it, he still had one unused card left.


‘Was it 「Nakey」?’


Normally, Andersen would have snapped at Jaehwan for calling it 「Nakey」 instead of 「Naked」.


But Andersen was unusually serious today.


Andersen’s Setting resonated with Jaehwan’s World Force, and golden World Force covered his entire body. Jaehwan shone so brilliantly that it was almost blinding.


“Done! With this much World Force, even the full song won’t be a problem!”


‘Is she planning to sing that strange song again?’


Jaehwan knew this Setting well.


「Naked」.


He had learned it from Andersen. It had been extremely useful when fighting the Leader, but would it work against those machines too?


“Watch carefully. This is the true power of 「Naked」. This Setting was originally created to deal with Gigantes.”


He had no better option, so Jaehwan decided to trust Andersen.


At her words, Jaehwan leaped high into the sky.


[W-What is that bastard doing?!]


[He really took his clothes off! Be careful!]


It was already well known that Heaven’s End threw off his clothes whenever he fought. Still, the Vicegerents who saw it in person felt an odd sense of fear.


It felt as though an established pattern had been broken, as though the normal flow of battle had veered far from its course. The sense that something was wrong made them even more anxious.


[He’s just insane! Kill him!]


Then, the next moment.


A song began to echo from somewhere.


Long, long ago,

There lived a Naked God.


He hated clothes,

So he lived naked all his life.


No one knew who was singing or where the song came from.


Time slowed.


The surrounding space twisted strangely.


The Vicegerents watched Jaehwan.


A man walking toward them naked.


A naked god with light steps and an innocent expression.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Naked World」


Andersen’s Sanctuary appeared within the 《Abyss》.


A naked god walked gently across a field where a pleasant breeze blew. Like a scene from an old fairy tale, the gods were entranced by the magical sight.


When they suddenly came to their senses, they realized they had become part of the fairy tale.


One day, the Naked God

Went outside because he was bored.

And he met his first friend.


Soon, the fairy tale’s page turned.


The Gigantes pilot facing Jaehwan instinctively understood that they were a supporting character in this story. Fighting down an uncomfortable fear, they tried to collect their thoughts.


It was fine. This was only an illusion. The enemy before them was only a Vicegerent.


Of course, what stood before them was not a Vicegerent.


A god.


A gigantic Naked God was looking at them.


The Naked God spoke.


“Let’s play.”


The moment the pilot heard the voice, their mind went blank. The scene before them became a tangled mess inside their head.


Nothing had even happened to them, yet the Gigantes’ huge body began stumbling backward in a frenzy.


What was that thing?


They desperately tried to reassure themselves.


‘I’m inside a Gigantes. That bastard can never hurt me.’


The Naked God smiled before them.


“But what is that thing you’re wearing? Don’t tell me it’s clothes?”


The Vicegerent inside the Gigantes convulsed as though electrocuted, then collapsed into their seat.


No one could hear it, but the Vicegerent kept muttering like someone who had lost their mind.


“T-These aren’t clothes. They’re not clothes.”


A moment later, the Naked God’s voice rang out.


“Liar.”


Every fight in the hall temporarily stopped.


Maiad and X. Shiyu and Thanatos. Dark Heaven and Russell. Even the Seven Divine Thrones in the sky.


Everyone at the auction house held their breath and watched.


The enormous Gigantes body was being torn apart like paper.
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Karavan, Ignis’s Vicegerent, watched the scene from afar with his mouth hanging open. When he turned, Chronos and Pest, who had been confronting each other, were also staring down at Jaehwan in disbelief. After furtively checking their reactions, Karavan spoke to Ignis in his mind.


‘My god. Isn’t that guy cheating?’


[······.]


‘What kind of law-type Setting gets that strong just from singing and taking off some clothes?’


[So I was not mistaken when I saw it back then.]


Ignis had already seen Jaehwan’s 「Naked」 Setting through a 〈Metaverse〉 broadcast.


[Truly remarkable. That bastard cannot possibly still be alive... Has it been inherited, then?]


‘Huh? You know that Setting? This is my first time seeing it.’


[Of course you would not know. That Setting was created more than 210,000 years ago.]


‘210,000 years ago?’


That was when the Three Ancient Gods had been at the height of their activity. Who could have created a Setting like that in that era?


Kwarararang!


The Naked God’s rampage continued.


A Setting that displayed overwhelming power against Gigantes.


Jaehwan tore apart a third, then a fourth Gigantes with his bare hands. Watching him, Ignis spoke cautiously.


[A mad god who hated Deus created that Setting.]


‘A god who hated Deus?’


[Yes.]


Karavan was startled.


Who was Deus?


Deus, the destroyer of Plausibility. One of the legendary Three Ancient Gods whom even hundreds or thousands of supreme-grade gods could not defeat together.


Gods born within the past ten thousand years sometimes did not even know the name, yet whenever anyone named the strongest god in history, Deus of the Three Ancient Gods was always included.


[They did more than hate each other. They even fought 210,000 years ago.]


‘What?’


Ignis, the God of Flames and Third Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones, was one of the few gods who had endured the era of the Three Ancient Gods. Because of that, Ignis often boasted about those days as though recounting heroic tales.


Yet this was the first time even Karavan had heard this story from Ignis.


‘Who was the god that fought Deus?’


[That one was...]


Perhaps Ignis had recalled an unpleasant memory. His voice darkened. Nothing remained of the pride he usually took in having survived that era.


Karavan grew even more curious.


Just who had created the 「Naked」 Setting, for the ill-tempered God of Flames to hesitate like this?


After pondering for a long time, Ignis finally spoke.


[Only the Three Ancient Gods could stand against the Three Ancient Gods. There was a saying like that 210,000 years ago. Now it has all become an old story.]


* * *


Tear them apart. Strip them bare.


At that moment, Jaehwan was the Naked God, existing only to repeat those two acts. A Gigantes’s arm was pulled free like a loose thread, and its glove was torn away as though peeling off a sock. Before Jaehwan, who poured out merciless World Force, the gods were utterly helpless.


Torn apart, stripped bare.


Torn apart again, stripped bare again.


The god trembling inside a Gigantes cockpit was stripped clean in an instant, like hide pulled from a pig. Some Vicegerents foamed at the mouth and fainted despite suffering no physical injuries.


Whether it was from shame or some other cause, no one knew. At least one thing was certain.


Those facing Jaehwan now could never return to how they had been before.


The Vicegerents who had lost their Gigantes stood blankly, as though they had lost something precious.


“Ah, aaaaah!”


“Save me! Someone save me!”


They were not screaming at Jaehwan. They feared something behind him. They could not explain it, but the moment their clothes were torn away, an indescribable terror took root within them.


It felt as though the world they had always known had suddenly become unfamiliar.


“What in the world is that...?”


The gods looked confused. A few knew of the 「Naked」 Setting, but even they were witnessing its true power for the first time.


Only an extremely small number of gods understood what the others were experiencing.


“Could it be...?”


Turis bit down hard on his lip as Jaehwan approached.


He was one of the Seven Stars. In other words, no more than twenty-one gods in the Abyss were stronger than him.


He was even piloting Gigantes, the strongest Part. Even a direct strike from one of the Seven Divine Thrones would not kill him instantly while he was inside it.


Yet Jaehwan was tearing apart that Gigantes as if it were nothing and toying with the Vicegerents inside.


As though the world they had long settled into was this fragile.


Another Gigantes right before his eyes was torn apart, and Turis’s fingertips trembled.


He saw it clearly. At the same time as the Gigantes was ripped apart, something within the Vicegerents was tearing as well.


“Worldview Collapse?”


Worldview Collapse. A condition in which one lost World Force as the Sanctuary they had always believed in became unfamiliar. It was an Abyssal illness some called Gestalt Collapse.


‘No. That cannot be possible.’


Turis could not believe it, even as he watched the Vicegerents collapse before him. The Ancient Gods capable of causing Gestalt Collapse had vanished long ago.


So, instead of trusting his instincts, Turis chose to trust the years he had lived.


Then belated humiliation came over him.


A being that destroyed Gigantes like toys and stripped the Vicegerents naked.


Before him stood someone who insulted the Holy War.


[You! What exactly are you trying to do!]


Strictly speaking, that was what Jaehwan wanted to ask.


‘Tell me before pulling something like this.’


For less than ten minutes, Andersen, not Jaehwan, had controlled Jaehwan’s body. Jaehwan was still too inexperienced to maximize the 「Naked」 Setting by himself.


Besides, there was no way Jaehwan would know a childhood-destroying song about a Naked God who stripped friends naked for fun.


“Ah, the song has to be sung all the way through for the Setting to activate properly. And I did not make you sing it, did I?”


‘It is the same thing. The song still came out of my mouth.’


Jaehwan’s fist sent Turis’s Gigantes flying. Naked Vicegerents already lay unconscious all over the battlefield.


‘Did you deliberately leave them alive?’


“I could not kill them.”


‘What?’


“We stripped all their clothes off. If they are naked too, the 「Naked」 Setting cannot be used.”


The law-type Setting 「Naked」 basically worked only against opponents wearing clothes. That was why it was nearly invincible against enemies like Gigantes, which had Parts piled all over them, but lost its effect when the opponent was naked as well.


Come to think of it, the Leader had taken off his clothes too when he faced this Setting in the 〈Metaverse〉.


‘Do we really have to sing that song?’


“It only displays its proper power if we sing it. For reference, the last verse goes like this: ‘At last, every friend was naked. The Naked God happily returned home.’”


Jaehwan muttered with a dumbfounded expression.


‘What kind of...’


Judging by the lyrics, this Setting was invincible until it stripped its opponents naked, but could not touch them afterward. It had not been made to kill anyone in the first place.


Its purpose was so twisted that it almost carried a perverse sense of morality.


Tukwakwakwakwa!


After taking Jaehwan’s fists one after another, Turis of the Seven Stars fell to the ground naked. The gods on the battlefield were now too busy backing away to approach Jaehwan.


That did not mean the Holy War was over.


Both Andersen and Jaehwan knew that well.


“Do not let your guard down. This is only the beginning. Everyone has gone mad because you called out such a ridiculous bid.”


‘You heard that?’


“Of course I heard it! What were you thinking, doing something like that?”


Jaehwan glanced toward one side of the battlefield.


“Maiad?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


“You are impossible to figure out.”


When Andersen first saw Jaehwan, she felt reverence for him.


An Awakened One who slaughtered gods and Lords.


She thought someone like that must possess insight and composure that surpassed even the gods.


Yet the longer she spent with him, the more Andersen’s thoughts changed.


Jaehwan was incomplete.


He possessed a god’s vision, but moved with a human heart.


He had endured thousands of years without forgetting the past, and he lived for the purpose he had held when he was human. He was still angry, and sometimes sad. He did not feed on human tragedies to soothe his loneliness.


Even after living for thousands of years, he was still human.


“That must be why you made it this far.”


‘What are you talking about?’


“Never mind. More importantly, World Force is starting to run low.”


More than ten Gigantes had already been destroyed, but many enemies remained. They had noticed Jaehwan’s World Force gradually diminishing.


They looked ready to rush in the instant he showed even the slightest opening.


After assessing the situation around him, Jaehwan finally made his decision.


“Are you behind me?”


A voice answered from behind him.


“I am.”


Maiad, who was still confronting X behind Jaehwan, answered. Maiad briefly swept their gaze over Jaehwan’s entire body, then muttered.


“A Setting that destroys Settings, followed by a Setting that destroys Parts. What an impressive combination of Settings. Let me ask again, would you consider joining the Rupture...?”


Maiad kept chatting casually despite maintaining a tense standoff with X.


“You said you would finish quickly, yet you are taking a while.”


“As I told you, the opponent is not easy to deal with.”


Jaehwan gave no answer. He only glared briefly at Maiad.


Maiad gave a bitter smile.


“Did you see through me?”


For an instant, Jaehwan’s total World Force had increased, allowing him to glimpse the World Force Maiad had concealed.


It was a vast World Force, brilliant as the sun. Feeling a distant light so blinding it seemed capable of taking his sight, Jaehwan realized Maiad might be far stronger than he had thought.


It felt distinctly different from facing Pest, Ignis, or Chronos. Still, he could clearly understand why they considered Maiad van Declan someone subject to the Seven Seats Agreement.


Maiad van Declan was a powerhouse dangerous enough that the Seven Divine Thrones needed to keep him in check themselves.


“But I was telling the truth. The opponent really is not easy to deal with.”


Jaehwan studied X, who was locked in a tense standoff with Maiad.


Maiad was certainly not wrong about X being difficult to deal with.


X also gave off World Pressure clearly beyond that of a supreme-grade god.


But X was plainly not on the level of the Seven Divine Thrones.


“Let us run now. Staying any longer will only hurt us.”


Andersen’s judgment was wise. Jaehwan himself had also been considering withdrawing.


Still, there was one thing he wanted to know first.


“Maiad.”


“Yes.”


“Why did you bring me to this auction?”


Maiad tilted their head as if they did not understand the question.


“To obtain the Three Divine Artifacts through you, Jaehwan-nim.”


“I will ask differently.”


Jaehwan looked toward Deus Ex Machina, which was being guarded by attendants in the distance.


“Why did you put the Deus Ex Machina you possessed up for auction?”
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For a moment, silence fell.


It was a metaphysical silence, as though an entire Unique World had twisted.


“What do you mean?”


“There is no need to play dumb. I know that Deus Ex Machina was put up for auction by you.”


For a brief moment, Maiad’s usually unshakable gaze wavered. Jaehwan moved closer to Maiad while keeping watch on the Vicegerents.


Maiad asked, “Why would you think that?”


The surrounding gods stirred loudly. They must have been eavesdropping.


Maiad asked again, “Why do you believe I am the one who put Deus Ex Machina up for auction?”


Jaehwan did not answer right away. Perhaps because he had drawn closer to Maiad, the high-grade gods’ attacks had slowed. They were probably trying to guess what kind of relationship he had with Maiad.


After catching his breath, Jaehwan spoke.


“If the Three Divine Artifacts were really your goal, you would have secured them first when all this began.”


Maiad had barely even looked at the Three Divine Artifacts. Maiad had been close enough to seize them at any moment.


“Did I not tell you? Because of the Seven Seats Agreement, I cannot act carelessly. The moment I move, the monsters in the sky will move as well.”


Maiad gestured toward the Seven Divine Thrones overhead. They looked like three nuclear bombs floating in the sky with helium balloons tied to them.


Jaehwan shook his head.


“It was strange from the start that something like the Three Divine Artifacts was even brought to auction.”


“What?”


“Did you really think you could buy the Three Divine Artifacts for 8.5 billion trust?”


Maiad fell silent. Jaehwan’s eyes asked the question.


Were the Three Divine Artifacts truly something that could be bought with 8.5 billion trust?


Were they really worth the same?


“That is…”


Jaehwan and Maiad both knew the truth.


They had only been assigned a price in trust because trust was the unit used to measure value. To powerhouses like the Seven Divine Thrones, the Three Divine Artifacts were not items whose value could be calculated in trust.


“They were never something that could be auctioned off in the first place. If an item like that was put up for auction, there is only one conclusion. The seller never wanted trust to begin with.”


“Even if your hypothesis is right, Jaehwan-nim, there is no proof that I am the seller.”


“It was suspicious from the moment you brought me here. If you truly wanted the Three Divine Artifacts, you would have brought someone you could really trust. Asking someone you had just met to accompany you, then entrusting them with a blank check, was absurd.”


“That was only because I am rich…”


“No. You were confident that you could recover that money from the start, whether legally or illegally.”


Maiad started to say something, then fell silent again. After measuring the distance between Jaehwan, who had moved close, and the high-grade gods targeting Jaehwan, Maiad smiled as though something had clicked.


It was a smile that said Maiad would gladly play along with Jaehwan’s scheme.


“If I were the seller, then even after the commission is deducted, the trust would eventually return to me.”


“You put it up for auction, and I would be buying it with your money.”


From a distance, the two of them talking so closely looked like intimate Companions. Perhaps that was why the gods who had been targeting Jaehwan had no choice but to stop attacking.


Maiad was the owner of the 「Rupture」, feared even by the Seven Divine Thrones and Great Lords.


“That is an interesting thought. But why would I go through all that trouble?”


“Who knows?”


“Even if what you say is true, why would I put the Three Divine Artifacts up for auction and buy them back? One mistake, and they would be taken from me. Do I look like someone who would take that kind of risk?”


“No.”


Maiad laughed as if that was amusing. Yet as Jaehwan watched Maiad laugh, his quiet certainty hardened.


“That Deus Ex Machina is a fake.”


Maiad’s gaze rippled with alarm. So startled, Maiad let X’s attack through for an instant, leaving a faint bruise by the shoulder.


“Why are you doing this? And what is X? What are you trying to gain from this fake auction?”


Maiad’s expression stiffened, but Maiad said nothing.


Jaehwan thought Maiad probably would not answer until the end.


“It seems you have no intention of telling me.”


He was curious, but he did not need an answer.


He had already achieved his goal.


“You are pretty clever.”


Andersen, who had silently listened to the conversation, sounded impressed.


“I cannot believe you used that one to restore your World Force…”


Jaehwan’s World Force, which had nearly run dry, had already recovered to a usable amount. He had been picking up the trust scattered across the ground and converting it into World Force whenever he could.


It was enough to use 「Fall」 several more times.


It was still insufficient, but it would be enough to keep the enemies pursuing him in check while he escaped.


‘Let’s go.’


Jaehwan prepared 「Earth Stab」.


He had played along with Maiad long enough. There was no reason to linger in a place with three Seven Divine Thrones and keep taking risks.


Then Jaehwan heard something that made him doubt his ears.


“If you help me here, I will help you find someone named Kim Yoonhwan.”


The gods began closing in again, and Andersen’s urgent warning echoed in his mind.


Yet Jaehwan heard nothing.


What had Maiad just said?


Before Jaehwan could answer, Maiad continued.


“I know where he is.”


For a moment, Jaehwan’s head throbbed.


The Rupture Lord’s ash-gray hair. He remembered seeing someone with that image before.


For example, when he had first asked Manri Shintong to locate Yoonhwan.


No way.


Rrrrrrk!


A thunderous roar tore through the silence.


As though it were a signal, X’s bullets riddled the ground at Maiad and Jaehwan’s feet. Panels opened around X’s elbows, pouring out rounds. X appeared to be a weapon in itself, with vicious strategic armaments covering every part of its body.


Soon, panels around its chest opened too, releasing a powerful particle wave.


Kwoooooong!


Jaehwan did not know what kind of 「Setting」 it was, but the bombardment condensed from immense World Force did not look easy even for Maiad to endure.


At the same time, the gods who had been at a standstill began moving again. Many of them were clearly targeting Jaehwan.


The second round had begun.


“Hey, snap out of it! You are not actually going to listen to that one, are you?”


Jaehwan quietly drew 「Fall」.


If he hesitated any longer, escape itself would become impossible.


But…


“Bombard him from range!”


Would he get another chance to save Yoonhwan if he let this opportunity go?


As Jaehwan hesitated, the gods had already formed an encirclement.


“He is exhausted! Wear him down slowly!”


The high-grade gods had earned their status for a reason. They used their Vicegerents to restrict Jaehwan’s movements while maintaining a barrage from afar. Masses of World Force blanketed the sky and flew toward him.


“His 「Setting」 cannot reach us from this far away! Fire!”


At this distance, Jaehwan could not fully use 「Fall」.


The high-grade gods’ Vicegerents were also withdrawing their Gigantes one after another, clearly wary of the 「Naked」 Setting.


Both 「Fall」 and 「Naked」 were sealed off while his World Force kept dwindling.


Jaehwan quickly retreated and took cover behind the auction items the staff had been carrying. The moment the panicked staff shouted at him, the incoming bombardment swept them away.


“Aaaaargh!”


“Stop firing! Stop! You will damage the auction items!”


Amid the chaos, Jaehwan picked up several auction items scattered across the floor. Some were things he had bid on.


[Master’s Treatise].


He was going to buy it anyway, so there was no problem taking it.


“You book thief!”


A murderous presence came from somewhere, followed by heavy World Force descending upon Solitary Existence’s blade. With a grinding crash, the naked Dark Heaven launched one sword strike after another at Jaehwan.


It seemed Dark Heaven had survived the Path of the Wave after all.


Boom! Kraaaash!


The attacks came with monstrous force, like bombs exploding one after another right in front of him.


A few exchanges were enough to tell him.


Dark Heaven was strong.


“Give me back my book!”


“I bought that book.”


The moment Dark Heaven joined the battle, wounds rapidly spread across Jaehwan’s body.


He was driven back, then back again.


How far had he retreated?


There was nowhere left to go.


Maiad stood directly behind him.


Tzzzt!


The boundary between two different World Forces met, sending out violent sparks.


Two people who sought the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


For the first time, the worlds of the only two Awakened Ones in this universe who held the same goal touched.


Maiad spoke first.


“Let us switch.”


“Fine.”


At those words, Jaehwan and Maiad changed places.


Dark Heaven and the other gods widened their eyes in surprise.


“Rupture Lord? Why…”


Without answering, Maiad unleashed vicious sword strikes at Dark Heaven and the gods. Maiad’s World Force, which had shown little effect against X, split more than ten Vicegerents in half in an instant.


Just by switching positions, the shape of the battle had completely changed.


Jaehwan looked at X approaching him.


“Do I need to deal with that one?”


“Yes. If you succeed, I will help you find your friend.”


“I heard you could not subdue it easily either.”


“I could not, but Jaehwan can. Strictly speaking, Jaehwan is the only one who can.”


With those words, Maiad charged toward Dark Heaven.


Almost at the same time, dozens of tracking missiles fired from X’s elbows.


Puh-buh-buh-boom!


Jaehwan barely kicked away some of the missiles and split others with Solitary Existence. Using the blast waves, he deflected all the remaining missiles and closed in on X.


His 「Fall」 was far more effective in close combat.


Unlike the other gods, X did not avoid close quarters.


The covers around its missile-firing wrists closed. Long blades protruded from the outer sides of its elbows and struck against Jaehwan’s Solitary Existence.


The blades had clearly collided, yet it sounded as though something had exploded.


Strong.


X rushed in without pause as Jaehwan leaped back. Its detailed chain of attacks seemed to have already figured out Jaehwan’s combat patterns.


Deflecting the relentless storm of blades, Jaehwan moved his hands busily for the first time in a while. It had been a long time since he had fought such a breathless close-range battle, especially one that forced him so thoroughly onto the defensive.


After every clash of blades, X gave him no time to catch his breath.


A frantic chain of attacks that no breathing creature could sustain.


Even as it struck Ignel’s masterpiece, Solitary Existence, the long blades emerging from X’s elbows suffered almost no damage.


X’s movements were even more astonishing. After they had exchanged dozens of blows in an instant, X’s feet followed Jaehwan’s movements exactly.


No, it was more than that.


‘It is like it knows where I am going to move.’


Even while Jaehwan pushed 「Doubt」, 「Understanding」, and the power of 「Selflessness」 to their limits, X seemed to read his every movement and pattern.


It fought with the precision of something that could see every possible outcome. There was not the slightest trace of emotion, only a strong sense of purpose aimed at killing its opponent.


Jaehwan thought,


‘Those are not the movements of something alive.’


Now he understood why Maiad had been locked in such a frustrating stalemate with X for so long.


Like a machine analyzing and turning human movements into patterns, X was learning Jaehwan’s smallest combat habits and responding to them.


X’s attacks did not overwhelm through sheer performance. They were optimized for efficiency.


It nullified every attack from this side while steadily accumulating effective hits of its own.


Andersen spoke.


“Wait a minute.”


It seemed Andersen had realized it too.


Jaehwan looked at X’s clothes, half torn and reduced to rags. Beneath them, he could see a body of pure white steel.


The enemy before him was a Gigantes.
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Jaehwan had met beings with bodies exactly like X’s before.


The Factory Masters who guarded the 「Strange Factory」 in 《Chaos》 had been the same.


Apostles who had once served an Ancient God, but had now lost their god.


Perhaps that ‘X’ was someone connected to the Three Ancient Gods’ ‘Deus,’ like the Factory Masters of the Strange Factory.


“Hey, wait, let’s talk for a second...”


But X was in no state to listen to Jaehwan.


The fierce battle continued without even a moment to exchange words. Maiad’s sneering voice rang out.


“If it were someone you could talk to, that would have worked long ago.”


Screams were erupting in real time from the direction Maiad had taken as well.


Enemies fled Maiad’s blade, or were struck by bundles of aura forged from World Force and dropped where they stood. Even Dark Heaven, who had displayed astonishing martial prowess against Jaehwan, had gone pale and was too busy swinging a sword to do anything else.


“Stop, Rupture Lord! I have no intention of fighting you!”


Maiad’s swordsmanship was simple. A plain chain of vertical and horizontal cuts. Yet gods and Vicegerents were being chopped to pieces by that simple chain of attacks.


Just as Jaehwan had repeated Stab for so long, perhaps Maiad had trained those cuts for just as long. Even from the basics alone, Jaehwan could clearly tell Maiad was a powerhouse on an entirely different level.


Why had someone like that struggled against this thing?


X was certainly a powerful enemy, but no matter how generously Jaehwan judged it, it could not be compared to Maiad.


Then a strange mechanical sound came from X.


[Combat pattern analysis complete. Activating System ‘Deus.’]


A blue aura frosted over X’s entire body, and terrifying World Force began to erupt from it.


[Ex Machina: Phase 1]


The same strange sensation Jaehwan had felt when he first faced the Seven Divine Thrones sounded an alarm in his head.


X rushed in at a speed so fast it was nearly invisible and sent a blade flying at Jaehwan’s jaw.


There was only one Setting that could answer that abnormal speed.


Long, long ago, in a distant age,

there lived a god stripped bare.


He hated Clothes,

so he lived naked all his life.


Jaehwan’s naked fist collided head-on with X’s steel fist.


Crack-crack-crack!


X’s blue World Force shattered apart.


Crash!


The power of 「Naked」 drove X’s World Force back.


With the urgent blare of a mechanical alarm, X’s figure sprang far to the rear.


‘I almost died. If I’d activated it even a little later...’


“You can sing on your own now too?”


Andersen’s pleased voice rang out. She seemed deeply happy that he had activated the Setting without her help.


“But you got the lyrics wrong. If you’re going to do it, shouldn’t you do it properly?”


‘What did I get wrong?’


“Not ‘a god stripped bare.’ It’s ‘the Naked God.’ You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”


She kept nagging at him point by point, but Jaehwan ignored her and swung his fist. This was no time to be playing with words.


X was right in front of him, continuously pouring out threatening World Force.


Even at a conservative estimate, its World Force had increased five or sixfold compared to before. It was bizarre.


‘What exactly is this thing?’


Until just moments ago, X’s average World Force had not been all that different from Jaehwan’s. But ever since it activated this so-called Phase 1, its World Force had surpassed Jaehwan’s several times over.


Boom!


It was terrifying destructive power, enough to wipe out a small Site with a single punch.


Andersen spoke.


“It’s a Gigantes with a sense of self.”


‘Can a Gigantes really amplify its World Force that much?’


“I don’t know how something like that exists, but it’s not an enemy you can’t handle. My 「Naked」 is invincible against ‘Gigantes.’”


Jaehwan had fought Gigantes just moments ago, so he knew Andersen was telling the truth.


But.


‘Isn’t 「Naked」 only strong against opponents wearing Clothes?’


“That’s right.”


‘Then can that really be said to be wearing Clothes?’


“Why?”


‘Wouldn’t it be more accurate to say its body itself is a Gigantes?’


The reason 「Naked」 exerted such powerful force was limited, in the end, to the concept of ‘Clothes.’ Even the Part known as Gigantes could be recognized as the concept of the ‘strongest Clothes,’ which was why 「Naked」 could display such overwhelming force against it.


But this X’s body itself was a Gigantes.


In other words, even if that Gigantes armor were broken, no true body would appear underneath.


Could that still be called ‘Clothes’?


[Hey! The Setting’s wavering because you’re thinking weird things!]


‘...’


[Stop thinking nonsense! That’s Clothes! It’s just living Clothes!]


Andersen was right. This was no time for a headache-inducing philosophical game.


That was when X showed an unusual reaction.


[You... that Setting?]


It was a voice like muddied machine noise.


The pronunciation twisted in on itself, as though it were suffering some kind of computational error.


[Gestalt?]


‘Gestalt?’


[Gestalt! Gestalt! Gestalt!]


Pssh, pssh.


Something like white steam began flowing from X’s head.


[Gestalt! Gestalt! Gestalt!]


Jaehwan had a bad feeling. Andersen shouted.


“Dodge!”


With a tremendous roar, Jaehwan was swept up in a storm of World Force. An enormous tide of World Force burst from X’s entire body like a tsunami. The gods milling nearby fled in horror, but the storm’s range was far wider than expected.


“Kraaaagh!”


Vicegerents torn to shreds burst apart like silver spray.


Jaehwan bit down hard on his lip and endured the storm. The gap in World Force was so immense that even with the 「Naked」 Setting, it was difficult to hold out.


Rumble!


The storm was still going strong, but Jaehwan’s World Force was rapidly dropping. At this rate, the 「Naked」 Setting would come undone in an instant.


Jaehwan made his choice.


The Naked God crossed the hill.

At last, he met his third friend.


The last World Force he wrung from himself wrapped Jaehwan’s entire body in a golden aura.


It was as if X’s logic circuits had shut down. There was no longer any pattern to its attacks. Enormous World Force was still pouring out, but Jaehwan saw an opening within it instead.


‘Now.’


After grasping the storm’s pattern, Jaehwan charged straight into it.


Blades of wind scraped across his skin.


It was only possible because he trusted the 「Naked」 Setting.


Jaehwan hammered X’s torso with 「World Stab」 packed into his fist.


X was sturdy. Unlike the other Gigantes, it had tremendous durability.


But.


Crack!


Even X’s solid armor had its limits.


‘One more time.’


With the next barrage, fine cracks began spreading across X’s armor.


Jaehwan gathered every last scrap of World Force he had left.


This was the finish.


The moment Jaehwan’s final strike slammed into X’s power core, a tremendous wave burst out from X’s entire body.


[Ex Machina: Phase 2]


A wave of World Force that felt as if it were stripping his flesh right off.


It was not a World Force storm like before, one with simple physical destructive force.


A violent ringing crashed through his ears, and his head spun.


It did not directly damage the soul, but it was a force that touched more fundamental laws.


Jaehwan barely regained his senses and staggered back.


He had definitely been struck, and something had changed, yet he could not tell what it was.


The light pouring from X’s body flickered. X’s power unit, having taken a heavy blow, was losing strength.


With a mechanical sound, X’s body sank to the floor.


Jaehwan too felt his World Force running dry and collapsed where he stood.


X stared at Jaehwan’s arm and muttered.


[…’s Brand… Gestalt’s Setting… Who are you…?]


With those final incomprehensible words, X completely ceased functioning.


Had he won?


Fortunately, X’s last attack did not seem to have had much effect on Jaehwan. Once he finally let out a breath, a strange emptiness washed over him.


‘Andersen.’


Andersen did not answer. It did not feel as if she had fallen asleep as usual, or collapsed from exhaustion. It was a complete and utter severance, as though Andersen had vanished from his world forever.


He had a bad feeling. A bleak, chilling sensation.


Something had gone wrong.


The surroundings were unnaturally quiet.


Jaehwan staggered back to his feet and looked around.


The gods’ Vicegerents who had been fighting just moments ago had all sunk to the ground where they were. The same was true not only of the high-grade and supreme-grade gods, but even of the Seven Heavens who had been locked in fierce battle. The Vicegerents of the Seven Divine Thrones, who had been clashing in the sky, were nowhere to be seen either.


The Vicegerents sitting on the ground all wore confused expressions.


“God! My god!”

“God! Where are you?!”

“U-uaaaarghhh!”


Faces soaked in fear, as if they had lost the whole world.


The World Force that had been overflowing from their bodies had dried up as though struck by drought.


Vicegerents who had lost their gods were there.


Jaehwan could not understand why they had suddenly become like that.


What was certain was that just as Jaehwan had lost Andersen, the Vicegerents too had been completely severed from their gods.


Perhaps it was connected to the wave X had unleashed in Phase 2.


A Setting that severed the link between gods and Followers.


At a glance, it resembled 「Soul Erasure」, but it had a far wider range.


Maiad’s voice came from behind him.


“Deus’s 「Plausibility Destruction」. I had heard it temporarily drives gods out of their ‘Sanctuary.’ It truly is remarkable power. Beyond even legend.”


Vicegerents whose gods’ power had been sealed away were, for the most part, nothing more than powerless mortals.


On the other hand, Maiad, an Awakened One, seemed to have been barely affected by the wave at all.


“P-please spare me!”


With a light swing of Maiad’s sword, the Vicegerents’ bodies split in half.


Jaehwan barely held up his staggering body and forced himself to stand.


His instincts were telling him that Maiad, right now, was absurdly dangerous. Perhaps more dangerous than any enemy Jaehwan had faced until now.


“Hmm. Jaehwan, you still have the strength to stand?”


Though his link to Andersen had been severed, Jaehwan, like Maiad, was an Awakened One, so he had not lost his Unique World or his Setting.


The problem was that he had almost no World Force left.


“But it would be best if you just sat there. That is, if you want to watch something interesting.”


Maiad had only lightly brushed his shoulder, yet Jaehwan rolled across the ground several times as though he had taken a tremendous impact. Boundless World Force shook through his body like an electric shock. When he barely managed to brace himself on the floor and lift his upper body, Jaehwan saw something being torn out of X’s body.


Crack.


“I finally got it. Do you have any idea how much trouble I went through to obtain this...?”


Jaehwan stared at the fist-sized core in Maiad’s hand.


A blue core marked with the letter ‘X.’


It was X’s heart.


Maiad took the heart and immediately started walking somewhere.


Jaehwan knew he had to stop Maiad. But after the shock he had just taken, it was difficult even to stand.


Damn it.


He could not sense a single trace from the countless gods. Everyone nearby had had their link to a god severed by the attack X had used earlier.


“You have no idea how happy I was when I learned that Jaehwan possessed the 「Naked」 Setting.”


Whistling, Maiad passed Jaehwan and stopped at the place he had been heading for.


The ‘fake’ Deus Ex Machina was there.


The elaborate counterfeit Maiad had entered into the auction to create this situation.


Maiad turned toward Jaehwan and smiled.


“I truly enjoyed talking with you, Jaehwan. The whole time I listened, I could not help admiring your deductions, and feeling tense because of them. In the end, I had no choice but to admit it. To answer your question, you were right.”


Maiad leaped up and landed on the counterfeit divine artifact’s left shoulder.


“I was the one who put this ‘Deus Ex Machina’ up for auction. I was the one who created this situation, and the one who deliberately brought Jaehwan here. Just as Jaehwan guessed, it was all to lure that X here.”


Why was Maiad suddenly admitting all of it?


Going by experience, this reaction from Maiad did not mean anything good.


With only the slightest recovery in his World Force, Jaehwan rose to his feet with Solitary Existence driven into the ground.


Maiad was looking down at him with cold eyes.


“But there is one thing you got wrong in that deduction.”


Maiad lightly stroked the armor of the Gigantes he was sitting on.


On the Gigantes’ shoulder, the word Deus was scrawled in an ancient script.


“This is not a ‘fake.’”


With a hiss of escaping air, the Gigantes’ cockpit opened.


Maiad drove X’s heart into the center of the cockpit.


“Strictly speaking, not anymore.”


The Gigantes’ cockpit closed, and World Force began pouring out from the counterfeit divine artifact’s colossal body.


It was the very same World Force Jaehwan had felt from X earlier, or perhaps something even greater.


Jaehwan saw the words written across both shoulders of the Gigantes connect with the words written on the cockpit and flare with a brilliant blue light.


Deus X Machina.


Deus Ex Machina.
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The moment Deus Ex Machina rose to its feet, everything around it exploded into countless fragments. The Vicegerents who had fled too late and Hatchinold’s overseers, who had guarded the auction house to the end, were all crushed like bugs.


Jaehwan had faced an absurdly powerful being of the same caliber before.


The master of 《Chaos》, who had burst Lords apart like insects.


Catastrophe, the Sole King and one of the Three Ancient Gods.


The power pouring from that Gigantes rivaled Catastrophe’s.


World Force erupted from Deus Ex Machina, overturning Hatchinold’s ground as it reached Jaehwan.


Yet Jaehwan had no strength left to block the attack.


Rumble!


Then someone caught the attack in front of him.


A blond girl wrapped from head to toe in a dazzling golden torrent.


“Jaehwan.”


The instant he saw her face, he knew.


A face from memories five hundred years ago. Andersen’s longtime Vicegerent, and the reason she had climbed the 〈Metaverse〉.


“Get a grip! Are you planning to die here?”


Rachel Young. She was undoubtedly Rachel Young.


And the energy he felt from her entire body...


“Andersen?”


Andersen, who had escaped Jaehwan’s Unique World, stood there.


Andersen had regained the ability she possessed in her prime. The World Force accumulated in the 〈Metaverse〉 billowed around her.


“How did you-”


“There’s no time to explain. I don’t know either. I was suddenly thrown out of your world, and when I came to, I was in this situation.”


She was not the only one. Looking around, Jaehwan saw a flock of crows blocking the World Force shockwave Maiad had unleashed.


“You’re late, Andersen.”


It was Ethan Cart, the King of Crows.


Andersen turned to Ethan.


“So you were alive after all.”


“Of course. Did you recover Rachel’s body?”


“Probably.”


“What about Rachel’s soul?”


“Her soul hasn’t returned yet. But...”


Andersen clenched and unclenched her fist.


“She’s definitely here with me.”


“That’s enough.”


Ethan looked at Jaehwan, who was still sitting on the ground.


“There’s no time for greetings. Go. We’ll hold this place.”


Was it an illusion? Two more godlike figures seemed to appear beside the two gods walking ahead to protect him.


Andersen, Ethan Cart, Arteina, and Justice.


The heroic gods who had once challenged the final floor of the 〈Metaverse〉 were there.


Then voices called to Jaehwan from afar.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


Manri Shintong and Runald were running toward him. Pilgrim, Drake’s Vicegerent, and the mid-grade god Gale were there as well.


The people who had challenged the final floor with him in the 〈Metaverse〉 were rushing over to save him.


But Jaehwan shook his head.


You can’t come.


If you come here, you’ll all die.


He tried to say something, but no sound came out.


Only after coughing up all the silver liquid rising in his throat could Jaehwan barely stand. He saw the figure of Deus Ex Machina, with Maiad inside it. It was not a monster the gods of the 〈Metaverse〉 could stop.


“Everyone-”


Another explosion erupted.


Pain tore through Jaehwan’s entire body as he was buried beneath the ruins. Every part of him creaked. Excruciating pain surged through him, as if his freshly formed joints were being assembled again.


He heard the cries of dying gods beneath the cascading rubble.


I have to stop it.


I have to get up somehow.


Heavy stones pressed down on his entire body. He tried to move, but could not. The shock to his soul was too severe for him to move World Force easily.


“Get a grip.”


With a rumbling sound, light poured through the stone grave.


Jaehwan felt a powerful grip pull him out from beneath the rubble. Andersen was holding him. She seemed to have taken a blow to the abdomen, and silver liquid kept pouring from her exposed stomach.


“There’s still a chance. The Seven Divine Thrones have sent reinforcements.”


The Seven Divine Thrones themselves were nowhere to be seen. Deus Ex Machina’s 「Plausibility Destruction」 had likely severed their links, forcing them to flee. Those reinforcements were a rescue force sent to help the Seven Divine Thrones, who had temporarily lost their power.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Still, Maiad’s side held a far greater advantage. Every time Deus Ex Machina swung a fist, five or six Gigantes turned into scrap metal.


The group surrounding Deus Ex Machina was made entirely of Awakened Ones from the 「Rupture」.


“Find the Seven Divine Thrones hiding somewhere! They have to be around here!”


Vicegerents’ heads flew off in an instant beneath the Awakened Ones’ sword strikes.


That was when a whisper came from behind him.


“Hey, you.”


When had he approached?


Jaehwan spotted a red-haired man hiding several steps away. The man was covered in wounds as well. He had pulled his hood low over his face, apparently hiding from the Awakened Ones’ search.


“Don’t be so guarded. You know my face, right?”


Hair burning like crimson flames. An impression that was both playful and fierce.


Jaehwan realized who the man was.


“Ignis.”


“That’s my god’s name.”


“Scorching Karavan.”


Karavan beamed at Andersen’s correction.


“Right! You remember me? I look a little rough right now, but still-”


“Was your link with Ignis severed?”


Karavan’s eyes widened.


“You... do you know something?”


Instead of answering, Andersen looked toward Deus Ex Machina. As if charging energy, the World Pressure around Deus Ex Machina’s center kept rising.


Karavan gritted his teeth.


“So it was that bastard. Damn it. Ignis-nim isn’t dead, is he?”


“They are one of the Seven Divine Thrones. They would not die from something like that. But they will not recover from that state for a while. They took the shockwave head-on, so they could be like that for months.”


“Months? Who are you? How do you know that?”


Andersen briefly looked down at the light of 「Naked」 around her, then shook her head.


“There’s no time to explain in detail. You want to know how to restore the link, right?”


“Yes.”


“There’s a way to recover it more quickly. But we can’t do it here.”


As Andersen said that, she glanced toward the battlefield.


Karavan understood what that look meant.


“Help us. Then I’ll tell you how.”


Even if he had lost his god’s power, Scorching Karavan was still Ignis’s Vicegerent. If he helped them, their chances of escaping would rise sharply.


Andersen helped Jaehwan through the stone grave, but Jaehwan’s body suddenly stiffened.


“What is it?”


Jaehwan’s eyes were fixed on the battlefield. Andersen saw the same sight.


The world was completely silver.


Foam was scattered at their feet, as though a silver sea had rolled in.


Someone unfamiliar with the 《Abyss》 might have looked at the sight and said this.


Beautiful.


Jaehwan’s shoulders trembled faintly. Countless souls lay sprawled across the sea of spilled silver.


It had only taken one explosion.


Jaehwan looked at the faces of the Followers collapsed on the ground. Some were familiar. Others were not.


He tried to find Runald’s face among them.


He tried to find Manri Shintong’s face. Ethan’s. Gale’s and Pilgrim’s.


They were nowhere to be seen.


Then a song, like an auditory hallucination, drifted in from somewhere.


The Naked God crossed the final hill.

Where had all those friends gone?


Jaehwan pulled away from Andersen’s support and staggered forward. He crossed the stone graves, taking one step at a time toward the battlefield.


Andersen grabbed his shoulder.


“What are you trying to do?”


“That ‘Deus Ex Machina’ is still a Gigantes in the end.”


“What?”


Jaehwan and Andersen were no longer linked. They stood in different Sanctuaries, and Andersen could no longer hear Jaehwan’s thoughts.


Even so, she felt as though she understood what he was thinking.


Even in this state, he refused to retreat. He intended to fight that monster alone, though even the Seven Divine Thrones could not handle it.


“This time, you’ll really die.”


For an instant, Andersen saw the face of a small child in Jaehwan’s profile.


An innocent child who refused to abandon a childish dream.


A child who could keep challenging the impossible because he did not know the meaning of that word.


Something trembled deep within Andersen. It was a sensation from somewhere beyond even a god’s sensitivity. The tremor spread from the fingers touching Jaehwan’s shoulder through Andersen’s entire body.


Andersen decided to accept that feeling.


Perhaps it was all right for someone like this to exist in the world.


Golden aura rose from Jaehwan’s body as he recovered a small amount of World Force. It seemed he had converted the trust scattered across the ground into World Force and absorbed it.


Andersen spoke.


“I’m coming with you.”


Jaehwan looked at Andersen with slightly surprised eyes.


“You could die.”


“I know. That’s why I should come with you.”


Andersen smiled quietly, like an adult indulging a stubborn child. Jaehwan’s eyes wavered. It had been a very long time since a Companion had said something like that to him.


But Jaehwan did not know at that moment.


Sometimes, innocence could only be protected by someone else.


For someone to remain innocent, another person had to bear the burden beneath that innocence.


Jaehwan would only understand that fact much later. For now, all he could do was throw out a Petty remark to hide his agitation.


“Then why can you use that Setting without taking your clothes off?”


“If you train as much as I have, you can think of yourself as naked without actually stripping.”


“I see.”


“So practice more.”


Jaehwan nodded, and he and Andersen ran toward Deus Ex Machina at the same time.


Then...


The match was decided in an instant.


By the time Jaehwan came to, he was already lying on the ground without knowing what had happened. Even as the World Force exploding before his eyes blurred his consciousness, his mind struggled to understand what had just occurred.


How?


No matter how much he thought about it, he could not understand.


He had clearly been using the 「Naked」 Setting, and Maiad was inside Deus Ex Machina. 「Naked」 was a Setting that demonstrated absolute power against Gigantes.


A humming voice drifted in from afar.


[Jaehwan-ssi, you truly are a consistent person. Just as Seolha told me.]


“...”


[「Naked」 is a good Setting. Especially in an era like this, when Gigantes are everywhere. But have you ever considered why such a good Setting suddenly disappeared? Why every god who inherited that Setting met their ruin?]


A chill ran down his spine.


He should have fled then. He should have honestly admitted that it was not the right time and escaped.


But Jaehwan did not.


He could not.


The way he had lived all this time had caught his ankle again.


[With just a little thought, that Setting is very easy to break.]


His senses seemed to twist, and the Strength enhanced through 「Naked」 rapidly faded. A Gigantes fist flew toward him. With the sound of breaking bones, he rolled dozens of times across the ground.


This could not be happening. If the opponent was truly a Gigantes, this was a Setting that should never have left him at a disadvantage.


Then why?


Only then did Jaehwan see the form of the World Force surrounding him.


Understanding came even later.


Though he should have been naked, he was wrapped in rags. Fragments of memory from the 『Record of the Abyss』 stirred, and the name of a Setting crossed Jaehwan’s mind.


Manipulation-type Setting, 「Augmented Reality」.


Only then did Jaehwan understand what had happened.


[Jaehwan-ssi, if a Setting has disappeared from the 《Abyss》, does that not mean there was a reason for it?]


Maiad’s method of countering 「Naked」 was simple.


「Naked」 was a Setting that began when Jaehwan stripped. Using a manipulation-type Setting, Maiad had forcibly made Jaehwan “put on clothes.”


Fragments from the destroyed auction house pierced Jaehwan’s body. Thick dust filled the air. Silver powder kept flowing from his mouth.


Maiad’s voice was drawing closer.


[Let me ask you one last time. Do you have any intention of joining the 「Rupture」?]


“...”


[I understand.]


Jaehwan spat out the dust filling his mouth. He could not even guess how severe the damage was. His soul had been shaken to its core, and the surging World Force had vanished without leaving even a trace.


He knew Maiad was strong. He knew that after obtaining Deus Ex Machina, Maiad might have surpassed even the Seven Divine Thrones.


But after fighting Maiad himself, Jaehwan realized that it was beyond that level. He could not even begin to imagine how he could defeat Maiad before him.


“Commander. Wait a moment.”


The person who stopped the fight was a man who appeared beside Maiad.


“What’s going on? Why are you fighting that guy?”


Jaehwan knew him too.


The Formless Swordmaster, Imai Kazuki. He was the Third Division Commander of the 「Rupture」, who had helped Jaehwan alongside Yu Seolha in the 〈Metaverse〉.


[You’re late, Imai. Things simply turned out this way.]


“You’re not planning to kill him here, are you? That isn’t part of our plan.”


Imai looked back and forth between Jaehwan and Maiad, then spoke as if frustrated.


“If you kill that guy, Seolha will raise hell. Kasim, don’t just stand there watching. Say something. You’re the Fourth Division Commander, so why didn’t you stop the Commander?”


At Imai’s words, the large man nearby scratched the back of his head. He was Maiad’s subordinate, whom Jaehwan had been wary of since their first meeting.


“I’m scared of getting scolded by Seolha too, but this is for the Commander to decide.”


“But-”


[Imai. Step aside.]


At the calm yet weighty voice from the Gigantes, Imai immediately fell silent. The enormous World Force flowing from Deus Ex Machina began pressing heavily upon all of Hatchinold.


Rumble.


It was power well suited to the name 「Plausibility Destruction」.


This was the true power of the Rupture Lord, Maiad van Declan.


There was no need for Maiad to even use Deus Ex Machina’s Setting.


Jaehwan bit his lip as despair faintly crept over him.


He had not knelt even before Catastrophe, but this time, he could not remain calm.


[My time with you has been very enjoyable, Jaehwan-ssi. So I will yield you exactly one move.]


Jaehwan did not hesitate.


Only one method remained.


If he did not choose it now, even that choice would disappear.


‘Catastrophe. Lend me the Void Sword.’
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No matter how he thought about it, the only thing that could stand against Maiad’s Deus Ex Machina was another of the Three Divine Artifacts, the ‘Void Sword.’


‘Catastrophe.’


But.


‘Catastrophe?’


Why was the Sole King Catastrophe not responding?


It was not that Catastrophe was deliberately refusing to answer. It felt as though the link firmly stretched between Jaehwan and Catastrophe had been damaged.


A disturbing premonition passed through his mind.


Could it have happened when he was struck by 「Plausibility Destruction」 earlier?


That was the only possible cause he could think of.


Deus Ex Machina’s 「Plausibility Destruction」 was a power that severed every plausible ‘link.’ If so, he could not rule out the possibility that his link with Catastrophe had been temporarily cut off.


‘Damn it.’


There was only one way left.


“Jaehwan-nim! Run! This, this...!”


Runald’s voice came from behind him. Thankfully, he seemed to still be alive.


His eyes were soaked in fear, unlike usual. Runald must have been seeing that sight too.


A massive star was looking down at Jaehwan.


Jaehwan tightened his grip on Solitary Existence with his right hand. Now that he had confirmed Runald was alive, he could not retreat any further.


If he ran now, everyone here would die.


A sharp pain throbbed through his head, and a strange voice spoke.


「Since when did you care about something like that?」


It was a voice he had heard before. When he had first opened Creation.


And perhaps... when he fought Arteina, one of the Metaverse Six Gods, in the 〈Metaverse〉.


「Only now do they matter to you?」


There was not just one voice.


「They are not people you need to care about.」

「Did it ever matter to you who died?」


He knew. He had no right to save anyone. He had lived to destroy this world, and he would continue to do so.


「Are you going to destroy the world, yet stop to pick up trash lying on the road?」

「It is an enemy you cannot handle. If you fight here, you will die.」


He knew.


「With that state of mind, you cannot win.」


Even so, he had no choice. This was the path he had chosen.


Jaehwan focused and began gathering World Force. Even after absorbing the trust scattered across the ground and the power of the dead gods, his World Force was still insufficient.


[If Jaehwan will not come, shall I go first?]


With Maiad’s words, Deus Ex Machina’s enormous body began to move. Before the brilliant World Force pouring from it, every light in the world looked as pitiful as a firefly.


He could not use 「Constellation Rending」.


「Path of the Wave」 was not an option either.


At most, he could fire repeated 「World Stabs」. Jaehwan knew well enough that trying to decide the battle with that technique was absurd.


If only he could at least use Sanctuary Manifestation...


「Do you think that would let you win?」


He did not know. But he had to try.


Laughter echoed in his head.


「We will lend you strength.」

「Only a little for now.」


Then, in the next moment.


「This should be enough to make it worth fighting.」


World Force began activating throughout his body. Vitality returned as though dead cells were awakening, and dazzling light burst from all over Jaehwan’s body.


It felt as though he had been reborn, just as he had when he first opened Creation.


His entire body shone in radiant gold.


[Oh... Surely not.]


His nearly depleted World Force was recovering at a rapid pace.


The Awakened Ones of the 「Rupture」 drew their weapons in alarm. The commanders also watched with tense expressions.


Yet Maiad saw the sight and instead opened Deus Ex Machina’s cockpit.


“It would be impolite to watch such a spectacle from hiding.”


Maiad slowly stepped out of Deus Ex Machina and drew his sword.


Coexistence, a pure white blade that contrasted with Jaehwan’s Solitary Existence, gave a soft cry.


“Come. I will not use the Three Divine Artifacts.”


It was an expression of Maiad’s intent to compete through pure skill alone, without relying on armaments.


Only Maiad could have entertained such a thought.


That made this moment an opportunity for Jaehwan.


Complete Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」


The color of the sky changed around Jaehwan. A massive eye appeared in the heavens, while a flock of crows that had come from nowhere let out long cries. Countless corpses lay strewn across the ground.


The shocked gods screamed and fell to the ground.


At some point, the scenery around Maiad had changed as well. A vast star illuminated the sky above a blood-red land.


Maiad had already used Complete Sanctuary Manifestation too.


Rumble.


As though it had been waiting, a tower began rising beneath Jaehwan.


It was the Tower of Nightmares, 「Fortress of Regret」, a Part within Jaehwan’s Unique World.


“So that tower is the nightmare Jaehwan graduated from.”


Almost at the same time, the ground beneath Maiad began to rise.


A white tower grew in an instant, like the tide rising over the sea.


There was a tower within Maiad’s Unique World as well.


Jaehwan asked, “Is that your tower?”


“Yes. It seems Jaehwan has one too.”


Maiad looked up at the star in the sky.


“That is what towers are, after all.”


Parts for seekers heading toward the end of this world.


Jaehwan calmly studied Maiad’s tower. He could not tell which Master’s tower it was, but it was clearly older than the 「Fortress of Regret」. It had likely existed in the first generation, or even before that.


Crackle.


Sparks flew where the boundaries of the two Sanctuaries met.


Jaehwan and Maiad vanished from their towers at the same moment. A thunderous roar burst in the sky as black and white World Force tangled together, carving destructive trails through the air. Fragments of light scattered everywhere, burrowing into the ground and tearing apart all nearby things.


Crack.


Jaehwan understood the gap between himself and Maiad.


His wrist felt as though it were twisting and breaking.


He had no choice but to admit it. Maiad was far stronger than him.


The red-hot Fortress of Regret supplied Jaehwan with World Force. The histories he had lived through and the people he remembered became his World Force.


With the World Force drawn from his nightmares, Jaehwan had fought well until now. He had cut down one of the Metaverse Six Gods, defeated a Seven Star, and fought against the Driver.


For the first time, though, Jaehwan thought that even these nightmares might not be enough for him to win.


Thirty consecutive 「World Stabs」.


A meteor shower falling from the sky blocked all thirty World Stabs. It was likely Maiad’s unique Setting.


Jaehwan had expected it, so he continued attacking without panic.


「Path of the Wave」


Stabs erupted from his sword and swept through the sky. It was the technique that had defeated Russell of the Seven Stars. Now, it was backed by the power of Complete Sanctuary Manifestation.


Overwhelming World Force swallowed the meteor shower like a dragon hunting prey and opened its jaws toward Maiad.


Astonishingly, Maiad neutralized the technique with the same kind of stab.


“There must be a stronger technique you can use.”


Only one technique remained for Jaehwan. The sole technique with which he could gamble against that monster.


But he was not certain.


Even if he used it, could his current World Force kill Maiad?


Whether it worked or not, he had to try.


Jaehwan focused on the World Force raging at his fingertips.


Then, in the next moment, the total amount of Jaehwan’s World Force began to surge.


「Are you going to do it?」


He had to.


「It is still too much for you.」


He still had to.


Along with the voices, another tower began to grow beside the 「Fortress of Regret」.


“Th-that is...!”

“Oh, my god.”


The Followers who recognized the tower growing within Jaehwan’s world screamed.


They could not help it. No one here could fail to recognize that tower.


Master Neil Crash’s tower, 〈Metaverse〉.


The 〈Metaverse〉, now destroyed, had been reborn as a Part within Jaehwan’s world.


The resentment, hatred, and sorrow of the Dolls who had lived in the 〈Metaverse〉 became Jaehwan’s World Force.


The World Force dwelling in Solitary Existence grew denser and more ominous.


Jaehwan took a light breath. His World Force had become exactly twice as strong.


Maybe he could do it.


Jaehwan Style, First Form.


「Constellation Rending」


The technique that had torn gods apart in the 〈Metaverse〉 unfolded from Jaehwan’s sword once again.


It was a technique born from the union of Jaehwan’s desperate effort and chance. Even Jaehwan used it without fully grasping its true nature. It was like a child swinging a greatsword too large for his height. The slightest mistake could bring a massive backlash upon Jaehwan himself.


Even so, it was the strongest Setting Jaehwan could use.


The power of destruction advanced irresistibly, splitting everything before it in two.


The shocked cries of the gods and the starlight flickering in the sky, every sound vanished at once before returning.


Then.


Rumble.


A pair of eyes stared at Jaehwan through the pitch-black swirling dust.


Golden rings were spinning in Maiad’s eyes.


Astonishingly, Maiad had endured 「Constellation Rending」.


“I am sincerely impressed.”


Maiad was not unharmed either. His clothes were torn all over, and a long cut ran across his abdomen. The sight of that noble, powerful man spilling silver blood deeply shocked the gods and Awakened Ones of the 《Abyss》.


Jaehwan bit down hard on his lip.


He knew once would not be enough. But he had learned one thing.


This technique worked against Maiad.


‘One more time.’


Jaehwan gathered World Force again. Silver blood streamed from his mouth and nose. His entire body burned with intense heat, and the overloaded towers spewed smoke.


Jaehwan tried another swing.


Or tried to.


His body would not move.


Was it the power of ‘Deus Ex Machina’?


No. His 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 told him otherwise.


This was not the power of a Three Divine Artifact.


It was, in other words,


the fear born from an overwhelming gap in World Force.


Jaehwan steadied his violently shaking right hand and looked ahead.


Then he saw an unbelievable sight.


“Jaehwan is not the only one with several towers.”


Another tower was growing behind Maiad.


Jaehwan already knew that Maiad had also cleared the Metaverse’s final floor.


Beginning with one tower, another and then another burst through the ground as though they had been waiting.


Rumble.


Two, three, four, five, six...


A total of seven towers rose behind Maiad. His World Force increased sharply in exact proportion to their number.


The gods who had remained nearby began to retch. World Pressure that even high-grade gods could not endure. Before that tremendous power, whose very existence was violence, the whole Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉, fell to its knees.


He was a monster on an entirely different level.


Jaehwan had forgotten because of Maiad’s warm smile and playful manner.


Maiad van Declan. He was the master of the 「Rupture」.


The sole being feared by the Seven Divine Thrones and Great Lords.


Even without the Three Divine Artifacts, he had already surpassed the Seven Divine Thrones.


Maiad’s Coexistence moved.


It was too fast to see. An attack nothing could block.


The only thing that deflected the strike was the reflex born from the thousands of years Jaehwan had lived.


Crack.


The broken blade of Solitary Existence flew through the air.
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Only after hearing the sound of his sword breaking did Jaehwan realize he had lost. Within his Selflessness, developed to its utmost limit, time passed like a flashback.


With a sharp hiss, silver light burst from his upper body. The broken sword tip spun through the air. The twisting sight before his eyes seemed unreal.


One by one, his senses began to fail in the slowly passing time.


His body tilted, and his sense of balance vanished first. When he blinked again, Jaehwan felt the world spinning in circles.


He was falling.


A massive eye looked down at him from the distant sky.


It seemed to mock him, pity him, and perhaps mourn him a little.


Jaehwan stared up at that eye for a moment, then slowly closed his own.


Maiad’s incoming World Force dyed his vision white.


Then darkness fell.


For an instant, his ears went numb, then a soft, heavy impact struck his back. His sense of gravity disappeared. Someone had caught him in their arms. Soon, his hearing returned, and an explosive radiance burst before his eyes.


Inside a massive crater as though a meteorite had struck, someone held Jaehwan while blocking Maiad’s World Force.


“Wake up, idiot!”


It was Andersen.


“Karavan!”


At Andersen’s shout, Karavan ran over and took Jaehwan from her.


Jaehwan barely managed to focus his returning consciousness.


‘Stop. Run away.’


His words did not come out properly, but there was no way Andersen had failed to understand. She was not just anyone.


Yet Andersen did not run. She only looked at Jaehwan with strange eyes for a moment. They were resolute eyes, as though she had foreseen this moment long ago.


Maiad’s voice came through the exploding flames.


“Do you intend to interfere?”


“Sorry, but I have to.”


“The only one I can go easy on is Jaehwan.”


Maiad endlessly released pure white sword ki and attacked without hesitation. Andersen hastily stepped back several times, narrowly avoiding each attack.


Those sword strikes were enough to kill her with even a graze.


It was a fight anyone could see was hopeless.


Maiad was the strongest Rupture Lord, a being nearly on the level of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Even in her prime, Andersen had only been a high-grade god nearing supreme grade.


Still, Andersen was smiling.


“You don’t need to go easy on me. Looks like you don’t know who I am.”


“Who are you?”


“I am Naked Andersen.”


With a golden flash, Andersen’s body shot toward Maiad. Maiad swung Coexistence’s blade at Andersen as she came crashing toward Maiad like a golden cannonball.


Steel clashed against steel.


The following shockwave sent every nearby god rolling across the ground.


Fists and blades crossed again and again, throwing off enormous sparks.


Astonishingly, Andersen was fighting Maiad on equal footing.


‘Watch closely, Jaehwan.’


That was what Andersen’s lips said.


She was fighting. She was using 「Naked」 without being naked.


Maiad spoke with sincere admiration.


“Amazing.”


“Amazing? I’m just getting started.”


“I have heard your story. Andersen, successor to the Mad God.”


“So that rumor spread too.”


“But I heard you could not use that ‘power’ properly.”


“That was five hundred years ago. It is not like I spent all that time doing nothing.”


Rumble!


A red aura began to coil around Maiad’s white sword ki. Maiad too was finally preparing to release World Force in earnest.


At the same time, Andersen’s World Force exploded. A sphere of World Force, mixed with gold, white, and red light, rapidly expanded around Andersen and Maiad.


Gods who had been watching the battle from hiding muttered in shock.


“Andersen? That’s really Naked Andersen?”


“Didn’t she lose all her Followers?”


“Her World Force should have fallen until she became a low-grade god. How can she have that kind of power...?”


The sphere exploded, and Andersen and Maiad emerged from the flames at the same time. After landing, Maiad lightly rolled a wrist. It seemed Andersen’s fist had left it throbbing.


Andersen struck her fists together with a thud and chuckled lowly.


Maiad asked, “How can you have such strength when you are not even naked?”


“My World Force may have fallen, but I never neglected training my Setting.”


Clothed or unclothed, Andersen seemed to have transcended that distinction in that moment. It was as if she had surpassed the very concept of Clothes by one layer.


“When you get to my level, you start feeling naked even without taking anything off.”


It sounded like nonsense, but Andersen truly was displaying the Setting of 「Naked」 while wearing clothes.


Boom!


Still, no matter how strong Andersen was, the peculiarity of her Setting alone could not overwhelm Maiad.


Thirty seconds, one minute, two minutes. As the battle dragged on, sweat poured from Andersen’s entire body. With a cough, silver World Force flowed from the corner of her mouth.


Jaehwan understood.


Right now, Andersen was offering up her entire existence and turning it into World Force.


Karavan tightly held the weakly struggling Jaehwan.


“Even if you go, you can’t do anything in that condition. You’ve already reached your limit. Move any more, and you’ll die immediately.”


“······.”


“If you have the strength to move, then watch properly.”


Andersen was gradually being pushed back.


She was fighting within the ruined 「The World After the Fall」.


Jaehwan and Andersen’s Worldviews were resonating with each other.


Perhaps she was the only god in this world who understood destruction. In Jaehwan’s place, she was bringing destruction into this world.


Crack.


A large fissure formed across Andersen’s body.


But Andersen did not stop. She swung her fist again.


Rumble.


Jaehwan’s Sanctuary was collapsing.


The Part 「Fortress of Regret」 completely crumpled, followed by 「Metaverse」 beginning to collapse as well.


A tower that had already fallen once was collapsing again. As he watched, Jaehwan remembered the day he first decided to climb the 〈Metaverse〉.


It was a tower he climbed to find his lost Companions. In the end, he had not found them, and the tower had fallen. It had seemed like time without profit or meaning.


That was what he had thought.


“You told us to call for you, Jaehwan-nim.”


Someone ran past Jaehwan toward Andersen.


His vision blurred now and then, so he could not see the person clearly, but he knew who it was.


Martis.


The member of the Gods of Tomorrow who said he had received something great, despite Jaehwan never giving him anything.


“From here on, we’ll take them on!”


The Gods of Tomorrow following behind him let out fierce battle cries as they charged toward the collapsing tower.


Then a woman appeared behind them.


“I heard someone was picking on our beginner, so I came.”


The God of Fate, Minerva.


Jaehwan moved his lips with difficulty.


Minerva shook her head.


“I know. But.”


The enemy there was stronger even than the Metaverse Six Gods and the Leader, opponents they had struggled against. It was an enemy on an entirely different level.


Yet they were rushing into the battlefield.


The 〈Metaverse〉 where they had lived had already fallen. Then what were they protecting there?


“We can’t stand by and watch it fall twice.”


Ethan flew in atop a crow and bombarded the Awakened Ones.


The World Force of the heroes who had once ruled the 〈Metaverse〉 poured explosively from Ethan’s hand.


Andersen’s voice reached him in fragments, like an auditory hallucination.


‘Jaehwan. Did I ever tell you?’


They fought atop the ruins of the fallen 「Metaverse」.


‘Thank you for giving the 〈Metaverse〉 back to us.’


Only then did Jaehwan understand what they were protecting there.


They were protecting the world that remained even after the 〈Metaverse〉 had fallen.


It was the cursed world he had walked through alone for so long.


His vision shook.


He had always been alone. He had never asked for anyone’s understanding.


Jaehwan had only entered the 〈Metaverse〉 to save his Companions on his way to destroy this world.


And perhaps Jaehwan had saved his Companions.


Andersen was smiling brightly.


Jaehwan struggled.


His vision was gradually darkening.


He could no longer see Andersen’s expression clearly.


Even if it was not her face, he had to see her.


He had to see what expression she wore.


He could not see her face.


Through his blurred vision, Jaehwan saw Andersen turn her back. Andersen’s final voice came faintly to him, then vanished beneath a deafening explosion.


Karavan ran at full speed with Jaehwan tucked under one arm and Runald under the other. As the scene rapidly receded, Jaehwan’s consciousness gradually scattered as well.


Then enormous explosions rang out one after another, and a massive shockwave swept over them.


Through his fading vision, Jaehwan saw a brilliant golden light. It was a sight he would never see again in his life.


Andersen’s crow doll, tucked in his arms, was crying.


Its cry sounded like words in Jaehwan’s ears.


「I know you hate me. You probably dislike the fact that I was a ‘Cultivator.’」


“······.”


「The feelings someone like me had for a human must have felt like deception to you. Maybe you would not believe me even if I spent my entire life explaining it. It is my fault. I will take responsibility.」


Jaehwan tried to speak.


There was no need to explain.


What did it matter whether he believed her or not?


What meaning did that have in this world?


「It matters to me. It is the ‘world’ of yours that I believe in.」


Jaehwan struggled desperately. He had to go back. He had to help her. He had to defeat Maiad.


Yet the more he struggled, the farther his consciousness drifted away.


「So I hope you will believe it too. What I am about to prove.」


He tried to answer, but no voice came out. His body was already paralyzed in several places, and his senses were failing one by one.


「Go to the Great Forest with Runald. Find the ‘Mad God’ there.」


Another explosion erupted, and a gust of light blew in from somewhere.


The moment he felt the warm wind brush against his cheek, Jaehwan could feel the years Andersen had lived through.


The crow doll’s spring creaked, and its functions gradually stopped. At the final moment, the crow gave a small cry, but Jaehwan could not understand its words.


They were words even his 「Understanding」 could not understand.


Yet the moment he accepted that he could not understand them, Jaehwan suddenly knew what Andersen’s final words were.


「You can definitely become a good god.」


They had surely been words like that.


* * *


That day, the Hatchinold Auction House of 〈Caspion〉 vanished from the 《Abyss》.


Three days later, news spread across the entire 《Abyss》 that Deus Ex Machina, one of the Three Divine Artifacts, had appeared.


Along with rumors that a new Divine Throne had emerged.
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「When the era of the Three Ancient Gods ended 210,000 years ago, the souls who became Lost Ones had to seek their own way to survive.


Some went searching for new gods. Some returned to their gods through death. Others preserved their lives by cooperating with Big Brother.


Most, however, remained neither one nor the other.


They had no will to follow a new god, no intention of clinging to Big Brother, yet could not give up on life.


They drifted into the 〈Great Forest〉, where they eventually lost their reason, became monsters, and died.


That is how the legend goes.


Yet from what I experienced firsthand, this legend differs slightly from the truth.


There are venerable Followers in the 〈Great Forest〉 who have lost their gods yet still protect their worlds. Those who watched their worlds perish with their own eyes. Those who still refuse to leave their ruined worlds.


Whenever I saw them, I found myself feeling something strange.


Why was it?


Why did those who had lost their gods


look so happy?」


Mulack Armelt, from 『Record of the Abyss』


* * *


“Go! Faster!”


Sirwen’s airship was cutting through the skies of 〈Caspion〉.


An explosion rang out nearby.


Cheongheo, Karlton, Yu Seolha, and Jin Eunsae stared blankly at the sight displayed on the airship’s screen.


What in the world were they seeing?


Two collapsing towers. Gigantes slaughtering gods at the center of the auction house.


Sirwen screamed wildly.


“Go! Someone get out there and bring them back, now!”


Karlton and Cheongheo moved.


The screen showed Karavan carrying Jaehwan and Runald on his back.


Fortunately, the two soon returned safely to the airship with Karavan.


“Push the speed to the limit! They’re coming after us!”


The gods who had seen Jaehwan board the airship had now changed targets and were closing in on the Destruction.


Sirwen gripped the controls and bit down hard on her lip.


“What the hell happened?”


She had finally met him. Barely managed to meet him, only to find the man she had waited for in that state.


“Oh, you little brat!”


Jaehwan said nothing, apparently unconscious.


Cheongheo was the first to administer emergency treatment. He was the Divine Doctor of Despair, a legendary Divine Doctor said to save even patients on the verge of disappearing.


After spending over ten minutes groaning as he treated Jaehwan’s wounds, Cheongheo finally wiped away his sweat and let out a breath.


“Fortunately, it isn’t bad enough to kill him. He’s naturally tough, so he’ll be fine after some rest. Though there may be some lingering effects.”


Only then did the Allies let out quiet sighs of relief.


Cheongheo’s expression remained grave.


“What happened?”


Everyone turned toward Karavan and Runald.


* * *


After hearing a brief explanation from Karavan and Runald, the Allies reacted in much the same way. Their faces first turned pale, then they began breaking out in cold sweat.


Sirwen cursed.


“Damn it! Damn it! Damn it! What the hell is this?”


Driving the Destruction at full speed, Sirwen cried out.


“Isn’t becoming the Great Lords’ sworn enemy enough? Why the hell did he have to pick a fight with the Seven Divine Thrones and Rupture too?”


Yu Seolha, who had quietly listened, spoke up as well.


“Are you sure the Rupture Lord intervened?”

“Yes.”


Karavan’s heavy reply made Yu Seolha sink into thought.


The airship shook irregularly amid deafening explosions.


High-grade gods, 「Rupture」, and even checkpoint troops who had traced the illegal infiltration route were firing at the airship.


Karlton checked the radar and spoke.


“There are too many of them.”


There was nowhere to run. The other side had airships too, while this side had few escape routes. If they randomly flew through portals, they could quickly have their coordinates traced and risk being shot down.


That was when Jaehwan faintly opened his eyes.


“Great Forest.”


After saying that, Jaehwan lost consciousness again.


Cheongheo’s eyes widened. What did he mean, suddenly bringing up the Great Forest?


While Cheongheo hesitated, Karavan shouted.


“That’s it, the Great Forest! Take us to the Great Forest!”

“The Great Forest? Why?”

“If we want to completely heal this guy, we need to go there.”


Of course, Jaehwan was not why Karavan wanted to go to the Great Forest.


Karavan recalled the message Andersen had left him at the end.


“Go to the Great Forest and find the Mad God. There, you may learn how to restore your link to your god.”


〈Great Forest〉. A forbidden region of the 《Abyss》 bordering the Eighth Site, Caspion.


Anyone who had spent any real time in the Abyss knew of the place.


Karlton, known as the Edict Doctor, gave his opinion.


“It is dangerous. Many airships have vanished for unknown reasons after entering the Great Forest carelessly. I saw it once on a 《Little Brother》 mystery channel.”

“There are several forbidden regions in the 《Abyss》 where you must never fly. The Great Forest is one of them.”


Even Sirwen added her thoughts, and Karavan’s face darkened.


Yu Seolha asked, “Why do you want to enter the Great Forest right now?”

“Well... I heard some information. Anyway, I was told that going there is the only way this guy can fully recover.”

“I can treat the little brat! Rather than make such an absurd choice...”


Yu Seolha shook their head and cut Cheongheo off.


“It isn’t entirely absurd. Running that way might give us a better chance of survival. The pursuit force will never expect us to enter the Great Forest.”

“You want us to flee from bandits by entering a tiger’s den?”

“The Great Forest is a forbidden region, but its high disappearance rate only applies to those who enter by airship. A few people who entered overland have survived.”


Yu Seolha looked over the group.


“We split up. One group takes the airship, the other goes overland. The airship group will turn in another direction as soon as it reaches the Great Forest. The overland group...”

“Will enter the Great Forest.”


At Cheongheo’s question, Yu Seolha nodded and looked down at Jaehwan.


“If he mentioned the ‘Great Forest,’ then he must have a reason.”


The Allies’ expressions turned even more serious.


Jaehwan was not someone who said meaningless things. If he had mentioned the Great Forest, it meant he had a reason to go there.


Cheongheo looked resentfully at Jaehwan before opening his mouth.


“Then I’ll take the little brat...”

“Master can’t. You don’t know the way through the Great Forest.”

“Then I’ll go!”

“Dream Demon can’t either. You’re the only one who can fly the airship.”

“Argh! Damn it!”


Sirwen screamed and glared at Karlton.


Her eyes seemed to say that the 《Little Brother》 nerd should know something.


Karlton shook his head.


“Actually, I have been searching for information about the Great Forest, but there is nothing useful. Every video was made by people who had never even gone near it...”


Jin Eunsae, who had been listening the whole time, was no different. Having spent a lifetime training in 「Rupture」, Jin Eunsae knew less about the geography of the 《Abyss》 than expected.


In the end, the turn came back to Karavan.


“I know the way to the edge of the Great Forest, at least. I went there once with my god.”

“I’ll go too. I got lost around the Great Forest once before.”


Runald stepped forward as well.


Karavan added, “I’ll take responsibility for getting this guy to the Great Forest. You all know who I am, right? Just trust me.”

“And who the hell are you?”


At Cheongheo’s question, Karavan let out a soft sigh and pointed to his forehead. A flame-shaped mark of Ignis appeared there.


An authority only the Seven Divine Thrones and their Vicegerents could manifest.


Cheongheo and Karlton drew their weapons at once, shocked.


“Why is a Vicegerent of one of the Seven Divine Thrones here? What are you plotting? What do you intend to do to Jaehwan?”

“Damn it, don’t look so serious and shocked. I’m not your enemy. Besides, my god is a fan of this guy.”


At the word fan, Sirwen, who had been pressing down on the accelerator, spoke as if she had remembered something.


“Come to think of it, I often saw the God of Flames on broadcasts featuring Jaehwan. I thought one of the Seven Divine Thrones had gone insane from living too long. Was that really Ignis?”

“That’s what I’m saying! Anyway, I’m helping this guy for personal reasons. I have no intention of fighting you, and no intention of harming him. I swear it on my god’s name.”


It was an oath made on a god’s name.


At that point, the Allies had no choice but to believe him. A god’s honor was the strongest guarantee a Vicegerent could offer.


Then Yu Seolha’s lips moved slightly.


“You lost your god, didn’t you?”


Karavan flinched and stepped back, glaring at Yu Seolha.


Come to think of it, Yu Seolha was from 「Rupture」. And all the Awakened Ones from 「Rupture」 they had met at the auction house had targeted the Vicegerents of the Seven Divine Thrones.


Yu Seolha watched Karavan for a moment before speaking.


“Master, I’ll head out too.”

“You’re going to the Great Forest as well?”

“I don’t know the way. But I can buy some time. There are members of our 「Rupture」 among those chasing us.”

“How can we trust you won’t join their side?”

“If I were going to, there would have been bloodshed here already.”


That was true. If Yu Seolha had harbored hostility toward the Allies, everyone here would have been wiped out long ago.


Cheongheo asked, “You may be defying a Commander. Are you all right with that?”

“Have you forgotten? I’m Rupture’s Second Division Commander.”


Yu Seolha looked down at Jaehwan for a moment.


“If the Commander is making the wrong judgment, it is also a division commander’s duty to point it out. I’ll buy you some time, so get away safely. And Eunsae, escort them to the entrance of the Great Forest.”

“Understood, Commander.”

“Then I’m off.”


With those final words, Yu Seolha flung open the airship’s door and dove backward while looking at the group.


Soon, explosions sounded in the distance, and the speed of Rupture and the gods pursuing them visibly slowed.


Yu Seolha had kept the promise.


Cheongheo spoke.


“Let’s begin too.”


* * *


The plan was simple.


“Over here, you bastards!”


Naked Cheongheo and Karlton clung to the top of the airship, waving their bodies and arms. The enraged gods immediately began rushing toward them.


“Over there! Catch them!”

“The God Slayer is over there!”


While Cheongheo and Karlton hung from the airship to lure away the enemies, Jaehwan’s Allies escaped through the side door.


Fortunately, the remaining distance to the Great Forest was not far.


The moment he landed, Karavan hoisted Jaehwan onto his back and began running. Runald and Jin Eunsae supported him from either side.


The sound of bombardment continued again and again.


That was when Karavan felt a chill run through him.


“Some of them have caught on.”

“Let’s take that mountain path.”


Their pursuers were closing in faster. On the other hand, this group could not pick up speed. Karavan was carrying Jaehwan, his link to his god had been severed, making it difficult to freely use World Force, and Runald was still a child.


In the end, Jin Eunsae made a decision.


Jin Eunsae took several strange-looking dolls and nails from a backpack, then hammered them into different spots in the ground.


The next moment, a massive disruption barrier formed around them.


Karavan felt his hearing and sense of smell rapidly grow dull, and spoke in admiration.


“Can all Rupture kids do this?”

“Not all of us. I’m just good.”

“Thanks. If you come visit the Third Site sometime, I’ll buy you something nice.”

“Just go already. I’ll buy you as much time as I can.”


Karavan and Runald ran with Jaehwan on Karavan’s back. They ran and ran, forcing themselves to ignore the faint screams and the acrid smell of burning behind them.


Rain poured from dark clouds that had gathered from somewhere. Karavan grabbed Runald’s hand when the boy slipped on the wet soil, and they pushed through the rough mountain path.


Seeing Jaehwan’s fingers twitch now and then in the cold rain, Karavan grumbled.


“You lucky bastard.”


When Ignis first claimed to be Jaehwan’s fan, Karavan could not understand it. He thought Ignis had finally gone senile after living too long. What was so good about a guy who was always taking his clothes off?


Yet even as the most terrifying enemies in the 《Abyss》 chased Jaehwan, there were still people helping him.


At first, Karavan could not understand it. What did they even like so much about this guy?


He was blunt, and whenever he opened his mouth, he only said rude things. What was there to like about someone so hard to grow attached to?


Had he let his guard down? His left foot caught on a mound of dirt as he ran. His body tilted, about to fall, when Runald caught him.


“Come on. We’re almost there.”


Instead of thanking him, Karavan asked, “Why are you going this far?”


Karavan had a reason he needed to go to the Great Forest.


But this kid was different. At least, he thought so.


“He’s my god.”


Runald said it as though the question itself made no sense.


Karavan shook his head.


“You’re still young. You could undergo God Severance and go to another god whenever you want. If you stick with someone like this, you’ll die soon.”

“Maybe.”


The boy’s voice was cold and deep, nothing like a child’s.


“But Jaehwan-nim would have done the same for someone like me.”


Karavan still did not understand why they helped Jaehwan.


But he felt he understood their hearts a little.


“I see.”


Jaehwan had a power that drew people in. Something that made them hope.


It was not simply because Jaehwan was strong.


Why people liked Jaehwan, if Karavan had to put it into words, was this.


Jaehwan acted.


No one truly understood what he did, what he wanted to do, or what he wanted to become. Yet whenever Karavan looked at Jaehwan, he remembered a childhood dream.


A memory from so long ago that he no longer even remembered what it had been.


Perhaps Jaehwan’s Companions were the same.


Those who wanted to see it, or believed in it, helped him.


They risked their lives for him and saved him.


And so,


they finally arrived at the 〈Great Forest〉.
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Jaehwan regained consciousness five hours later.


「It’s your fault.」


The words he heard the moment he came to.


「It’s because you’re weak.」


They were probably the voices of people from Jaehwan’s memories, people Jaehwan had created.


Or perhaps they were Jaehwan’s own voice.


「It’s because you tried to destroy the world.」


They were not words he was hearing for the first time.


Jaehwan had often suffered nightmares before. In those nightmares, he always heard similar words.


It was the price of not forgetting his swollen memories.


Tragedies burrowed into his soul and took root. Then they grew into massive trees.


Corpses hung like fruit from their countless branches, speaking to Jaehwan.


「You are the one who should be destroyed.」


That was why Jaehwan rarely slept. Even when he did, he slept only briefly, not long enough to dream. Whenever he felt like losing himself, he emptied his mind through Stab.


He believed this was also his burden to bear.


Still, even Jaehwan had moments that were hard to endure.


When he lost Seoyul in the Tower. When he lost Yoonhwan.


「You killed Andersen.」

「Your narrow-mindedness and outdated values killed her.」


He knew.


Jaehwan tried to nod calmly as usual.


This time, it was not easy.


Rather than cast away those feelings, Jaehwan set them aside for now. Feelings that could not be resolved right away had to be put off until an opportunity came, like storing unsuitable materials while building a tall tower.


Huuuu.


When he exhaled and opened his eyes, Jaehwan was in the middle of a mountainside. A bitter taste filled his mouth. It had been a long time since he had felt so short of breath.


His soul must have been damaged that badly.


Karavan’s voice reached him.


“You’re awake.”


After steadying his breathing and moving his lips a few times, Jaehwan managed to speak.


“Where are we?”

“The Great Forest.”


Karavan looked exhausted, likely from carrying Jaehwan for so long.


Jaehwan asked again.


“What happened?”

“Are you asking because you really don’t know, or because you want to torment yourself out of guilt?”

“Did everyone die?”

“Not everyone, but some definitely did. There’s a problem with the 《Little Brother》 System right now, so I can’t check the list…”


Jaehwan did not answer for a while.


“I owe you. You can put me down now.”

“Can you walk?”


Jaehwan nodded and stepped onto the ground.


The mountainside was no easy terrain. It rose and fell, and its uneven slopes looked difficult even at a glance.


Yet, as always, he had to climb.


Something bumped lightly against his back. It was Runald.


“Jaehwan-nim. Are you all right?”


Jaehwan looked at Runald’s face as the boy asked whether he was all right.


Karavan, who had been watching the two, read the mood and quietly slipped away to the back.


Runald spoke again.


“What are you thinking about so deeply?”

“It’s nothing. Are you all right?”


The god and Follower looked at each other.


They were only meeting each other’s eyes, yet the emotions they had precariously concealed spilled out between them.


Runald was the first to look away.


“Uh, um…”


Something trickled down from the corners of Runald’s eyes. Flustered, Runald wiped at them and gave an awkward smile.


“Maybe it’s because I’m tired?”


Jaehwan looked down at the doll Runald held in his arms.


It was the Moya Moya Crow Doll Andersen had used. It looked as though it would start moving if someone wound its key right now.


Yet no matter how much Jaehwan activated 「Doubt」, he could not sense even the slightest trace of Andersen.


He could not detect any World Force connected to her.


It was as though someone had completely erased the existence called Andersen from the 《Abyss》.


Jaehwan felt dizzy.


He slowly shut his eyes and took several deep breaths. When he finally steadied himself and opened his eyes, Runald had approached with a worried expression.


“Jaehwan-nim?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t say that. You didn’t do anything wrong, Jaehwan-nim.”


By then, Runald had stopped crying. Perhaps conscious of Jaehwan’s gaze, he vigorously rubbed his eyes and spoke.


“So please relax your expression too, Jaehwan-nim. It doesn’t suit you.”


What kind of expression suited him?


What expression was he supposed to make at a time like this?


Despite living for thousands of years through Stab, despite passing through countless instances of 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」, Jaehwan did not know the answer.


Perhaps he never would.


Runald added with a small smile.


“An expression like a stubborn five-year-old suits you, Jaehwan-nim. Like a kid who insists on doing whatever he wants to the very end, even when every adult tells him not to.”


It felt strange to hear something like that from a child. Jaehwan wondered if Runald was subtly criticizing him, but the boy continued.


“Now that I think about it, Andersen-nim was similar.”


There was a heavy note in Runald’s voice.


Perhaps this was what Runald had wanted to say.


“She was a god who stubbornly insisted on things everyone else said were impossible. You know that too, Jaehwan-nim. You shared a world with Andersen-nim.”


That was right.


Jaehwan knew Andersen.


He had come to know her.


He had seen the history she had lived through and the days she had fought. He had seen how she viewed the world, how she understood humans, and how she loved her Followers.


Jaehwan had learned Andersen from Andersen.


From a god who had once been a Cultivator, a god he had hated more than anyone, he had learned something other than cultivation.


“When everyone told her to abandon the Naked World, Andersen-nim protected that world to the end. She said that as long as even one Follower believed in that world, a god must not betray that faith.”


Listening to Runald’s quietly spreading voice, Jaehwan remembered the first time he met Andersen.


Andersen, who had pointed out this and that about his desolate Worldview. Andersen, who had talked about planting flowers and trees. Andersen, who had not denied Jaehwan’s world to the end.


Now, Jaehwan understood every word Andersen had said.


Because she herself had managed such a lonely world, she had hoped Jaehwan would not walk the same path.


Runald kept talking about Andersen.


No matter how calm someone pretended to be, there was nothing they could do about emotions festering within. There were moments that could not be endured without speaking. Some stretches of time could only be endured by talking through them.


Watching Runald, listening to his words, Jaehwan thought,


Could I become a better god to this child than Andersen was?


He was not confident.


He was not suited to lead anyone. It had been that way when he led the death squad in the Tower, and when he served as Fortress Lord in 《Chaos》.


He was someone who did everything alone, and people had followed him one-sidedly. Along the way, he had drawn the opposition of many, made enemies, and been betrayed.


Back then, it had still been fine.


Even without anyone’s help, he was confident he could somehow handle things alone.


He always challenged what everyone said was impossible, and always overcame it. Those who criticized him either came to revere him, fear him, or eventually drift away.


He had climbed the Tower again and again, finally making it this far.


No, to be precise, he had collapsed here.


He had suffered an ugly defeat.


“So, at that time, Andersen-nim…”


As he listened to Runald’s story, Jaehwan felt as though his chest were being squeezed shut.


He knew how to relieve this frustration.


He could return to 〈Caspion〉 right now and fight Maiad again. Even if he lost again, his heart would feel lighter if he died there.


But doing that would betray Andersen’s faith.


“Anyway! What I want to say is that expression doesn’t suit you, Jaehwan-nim!”

“...”

“Please hurry and go back to your usual stubborn expression!”


Seeing Runald shout so boldly, Jaehwan gave a bitter smile.


It was strange.


He was the god, and Runald was his Follower. Jaehwan should have been the one offering comfort, the one answering prayers.


Yet he was the one being comforted.


Andersen’s final words came to mind.


“You can definitely become a good god.”


Andersen was probably wrong.


Jaehwan quietly watched Runald before speaking.


“Runald.”

“Yes?”

“I’m not Andersen.”


Runald’s eyes widened slightly. His wavering gaze slowly fell. The crown of the boy’s head was a complete mess.


“I know.”

“If you come with me, things will become difficult for you. I don’t mean you won’t be happy. I mean you’ll become unhappy.”


It was no different from a sentence.


Runald’s eyes trembled like those of a puppy that sensed it was about to be abandoned.


Jaehwan continued.


“Someone will despise you. Someone may hate you. Even if you do nothing, someone may try to kill you simply because you are my Follower.”

“...”

“Will you still follow me?”


Runald slowly lifted his head. His eyes were red around the edges. As if he did not want to show tears again, Runald covered his eyes and only moved his lips.


“I’ll follow you.”


Jaehwan placed a hand on Runald’s head for a moment, then turned and began walking away.


Runald blankly raised a hand to his head, as if measuring the warmth that remained there. Then he hurried after Jaehwan.


“Let’s go together!”


Hearing that voice, Jaehwan thought,


Andersen had been wrong after all. He could not become a good god.


Because there was no such thing as a good god in this world.


The only good god he had known was already dead.


Jaehwan gripped the broken Solitary Existence and headed deeper into the forest. Runald followed behind with quick little steps.


The god and Follower, the only two people in the world who shared the same world, matched their steps and headed toward the Great Forest.


It was surely a beautiful sight.


Yet to someone watching them from afar, it was also somehow bizarre.


Karavan, watching them from the rear of the Allies, muttered inwardly.


What the hell are they talking about while striking poses naked like that?


Naturally, it was not something he could know.


* * *


“Anyway, I look forward to working with you for a while. You know my name, right? I’m Karavan. People call me the ‘Scorching Karavan.’ Ahem.”


“You introduced yourself yesterday. Why are you introducing yourself again?”


“In case you forgot. People don’t remember my name even if I tell them two or three times. Even though I’m Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent…”


It was not strange.


Despite his fame, Karavan was not a man with a particularly memorable appearance.


His features were ordinary enough to find anywhere.


The one unusual thing about him was his spiky red hair, but even that felt like an attempt to make himself memorable somehow.


“Why did you come with us, Karavan-nim?”

“Like I said on the airship, I have business here too. I need to restore my link with Ignis-nim.”


Jaehwan remembered that he had been hit by Deus’s 「Plausibility Destruction」.


When Andersen’s link had been severed, Karavan must have lost his link with Ignis as well.


A thought suddenly came to Jaehwan.


What if the link could be reconnected?


Then perhaps, if he could find any trace of Andersen that remained somewhere in the 《Abyss》...


“Is there a way to restore a link here?”

“Probably.”


Karavan did not sound certain, but he seemed to have something in mind.


“The ‘Mad God’ lives in this forest.”

“The Mad God? Who is that?”


Andersen had told him to go to the Great Forest and find the Mad God.


Yet Jaehwan had no proper information about either the Great Forest or the Mad God.


It would likely be written in Mulack’s 『Record of the Abyss』, but the book had not responded yet.


Karavan answered.


“I don’t know exactly either. Still, there’s an old story about the Great Forest.”


The Great Forest.


A forest that could only be entered through the border between the Fourth Site and the Eighth Site, and one of the eight forbidden regions of the 《Abyss》.


According to Karavan, the place had several unusual nicknames.


The Grave of Lost Ones.


Fallen Antiquity.


The Forgotten Ninth Site.


Some connoisseurs claimed this was the most dangerous of the eight forbidden regions. Others argued that the Great Forest should not be called a forbidden region at all, but the ‘Abyss of the Abyss.’


Still, those nicknames were not why the Great Forest was famous.


“The strongest Parts in the Abyss, the Forgotten Three Divine Artifacts.”


Karavan took a light breath, then continued as though reciting an old poem.


“The Great Forest holds Parts left behind by the Three Ancient Gods.”

“Are there things like Deus Ex Machina here too?”

“That’s right.”


The legendary Three Divine Artifacts.


They were legendary Parts said to grant dominion over the 《Abyss》 to anyone who obtained even one of the three.


Jaehwan had seen two of the Three Divine Artifacts so far.


Catastrophe’s Void Sword.


And Deus’s Deus Ex Machina.


If something like that had been hidden in the Great Forest, it would not have been strange for every god in the 《Abyss》 to head here.


Karavan nodded.


“There’s a record that over half the novice gods born during the God Boom era, one hundred thousand years ago, set out on an expedition to the Great Forest.”


The officially recorded number alone was fifty thousand.


Including Vicegerents and Followers, dozens of times that number had headed for the Great Forest.


It was the full story behind the event commonly called the God’s Renaissance.


Karavan brushed aside black leaves blocking his view and spoke.


“A lot of them died then. It’s funny for me to say that when I wasn’t there myself, but…”

“Did they find the Three Divine Artifacts then?”

“I don’t know the details. I only know that some people returned alive.”

“How many survived?”

“Five, including my predecessor.”

“Your predecessor?”

“More precisely, I should call them my predecessor’s predecessor’s predecessor’s predecessor’s predecessor’s predecessor. Anyway, someone was Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent before me. They were one of the few who returned alive.”


Jaehwan wondered what that meant.


Karavan grinned.


“Looks like it’s your first time hearing this. Well, it’s a story that gods these days don’t know well.”


Jaehwan considered Karavan’s words.


One of the Seven Divine Thrones, Ignis, and Ignis’s Vicegerent had come on an expedition to the Great Forest.


What did that imply?


Karavan spoke again.


“You already know who the gods that returned alive were. More accurately, everyone knows.”

“I know?”

“The gods who returned alive with Ignis-nim are the most famous gods in the 《Abyss》 today.”


As he said that, Karavan looked up at the sky.


Jaehwan looked up as well.


No stars were visible beyond the dense forest.


At that moment, Jaehwan realized something.


Karavan nodded and spoke.


“That’s right. The 《Abyss》’s Seven Divine Thrones were created then.”
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Perhaps Karavan enjoyed talking even under normal circumstances, because he rambled on in an oddly excited tone. Thanks to that, Jaehwan heard detailed stories about the Seven Divine Thrones for the first time since arriving in the 《Abyss》.


The seven rulers of the 《Abyss》, the seven stars that ruled the darkness of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


The System’s Big Brother.

The Dragon God Droyan.

The God of Flames Ignis.

The God of Pestilence Pest.

The God of Time Chronos.

The God of Reincarnation Buddha.

The God of Madness Nameless.


They were famous enough that there was no one in the 《Abyss》 who did not know them.


They were the Seven Divine Thrones.


“Some of them left for the 〈Great Forest〉 with Ignis-nim. Droyan, Pest, Chronos, and Buddha.”


Runald, who had been listening beside them, asked, “They all rule major Sites, right?”


“That’s right. But back then, they were all brats too. That’s what Ignis-nim said.”


“Ignis-nim ruled the Third Site, right?”


“Yep. Have you been there before?”


“Yes. It was a really scorching place.”


Tropical Night, the Third Site ruled by Ignis, had one of the highest average temperatures in the entire 《Abyss》. It was so hot that people said sleeping outdoors in another Site was better than staying in the Third Site.


“But Big Brother was one of the Seven Divine Thrones too? I thought Big Brother was not considered a Divine Throne.”


《Big Brother》.


The being said to have created the System of this 《Tree of Illusion》.


Karavan scratched his chin. “Hmm. Big Brother is certainly beyond the norm. There are some people who even exclude Big Brother from the list of Divine Thrones.”


According to Karavan, some gods of the 《Abyss》 believed that Big Brother had transcended the very concept of a 「god」. They grouped the other six together and called them the Six Divine Thrones.


“I’ve visited every other Site, but I’ve never been to the First Site, where Big Brother is supposed to exist. I wanted to visit at least once.”


“You want to visit the First Site?”


“Yes. I’ve been to every other Site, but never there…”


Karavan burst into cheerful laughter.


“Why are you laughing?”


Karavan stopped walking ahead of them, quickly looked around, and left a marker to keep them from getting lost in the Black-Leaf Forest. A branch snapped with a crack.


“Big Brother isn’t in the First Site.”


“What? Big Brother isn’t there?”


“He’s at the highest level of the 《Tree of Illusion》, a place called the Nest. What was it called again? The place where the First Nightmare or something is supposed to be… Some people mistake that place for the First Site, but it isn’t. There are no Followers or Vicegerents of Big Brother there.”


“Huh?”


Karavan’s words caught Jaehwan’s interest as he listened in silence.


“Then where exactly is the First Site?” Runald asked.


“The First Site isn’t in the 《Abyss》.”


Runald’s eyes widened in surprise.


First Karavan said 《Big Brother》 was not in the First Site, and now the First Site itself was not in the 《Abyss》.


“The First Site grew too large and slipped out of the 《Tree of Illusion》.”


Runald looked as if he had just heard complete nonsense, but Jaehwan’s expression had turned cold. A question flashed through his mind.


It was something Jaehwan had wondered about for a long time.


If 《Big Brother》 was a god, and his 「Setting」 was this 「System」...


Where did his world begin, and where did it end?


As if Karavan understood his thoughts, he grinned and nodded.


“The 《Great Realm》 are the First Site of the 《Abyss》.”


Silence fell for a moment. Only their footsteps, arriving in a steady rhythm, broke it.


Unlike Jaehwan, who had somewhat expected Karavan’s answer, Runald needed quite some time to put his shock into words.


“Big Brother’s Site is the 《Great Realm》?”


“Looks like you really didn’t know anything.”


“I’m still a kid, so of course I didn’t.”


“Where are there kids in the 《Abyss》? Even ten-year-olds are all hardened by the ways of the world.”


Perhaps Runald was irritated by that, because he started a petty argument with Karavan.


While the topic drifted elsewhere for a moment, Jaehwan alone pondered the subject Karavan had raised.


‘Just as I thought, the god of the Adapters was 《Big Brother》.’


《Big Brother》, ruler of the First Site, the 《Great Realm》.


The meaning of that fact was clear.


‘The 《Great Realm》 are not the realm of the living.’


Until now, most humans had understood the 《Great Realm》 as the realm of the living. They believed that souls who died in the realm of the living went to the realm of the dead, and that the realm of the dead was the 《Chaos》 of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


But that was not the case.


The 《Great Realm》, which they had thought was the realm of the living, was only one Site in the 《Abyss》. 《Chaos》 was merely a kind of waiting room for moving between Sites.


Humans alone had been dividing the realm of the living from the realm of the dead from the start.


The 「Fruit」 was no different.


The 「Fruit」 the Abyss Expedition had searched for so desperately.


The miraculous Fruit said to return true life was not a 「Fruit」 that resurrected them. It was only a kind of pass that allowed them to enter the First Site of 《Big Brother》.


The “true life” humans had desperately sought was nothing but an illusion created by the gods.


Humans cultivated in the Tower died in the 《Great Realm》, longed for life in 《Chaos》, despaired in the 《Abyss》, then ultimately returned as nutrients for the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Jaehwan thought of the being that had created this endless cycle of life and death.


Runald and Karavan returned to their first conversation.


“Just how strong is 《Big Brother》?”


“Who knows. At the very least, you’d have to say he’s stronger than the 《Great Realm》.”


The unit of comparison was not an individual or a god, but a world.


A being stronger than the 《Great Realm》. What kind of strength was that?


“There are Great Lords in the 《Great Realm》 too. Is he stronger than all of them combined?”


Just as the 《Abyss》 had the Seven Divine Thrones, the 《Great Realm》 had the Twelve Great Lords.


If one Great Lord possessed power comparable to, or slightly less than, one of the other Seven Divine Thrones excluding 《Big Brother》, then 《Big Brother》 already possessed a “Unique World” equivalent to the 《Abyss》 as his Site.


“That’s what I think. Nobody knows exactly how strong 《Big Brother》 is. They only make rough guesses. And I’ve never seen 《Big Brother》 myself. Honestly, I don’t really want to.”


Karavan looked afraid just thinking about that being.


There was nothing shameful about it. A being who had surpassed even gods, one equal to a world in itself. It was natural to feel a distant fear from the thought alone.


Karavan glanced awkwardly toward Jaehwan.


“Come to think of it, you were aiming for the ‘end of the world,’ weren’t you?”


Since there was no reason to hide it, Jaehwan nodded.


Karavan gave a bitter smile, as if Jaehwan’s attitude stirred strange feelings within him.


“You should be able to feel Big Brother’s power well enough at your level. Seeing that you still talk like that, I can’t tell whether you’re immature or brave.”


“That is none of your concern.”


“You really are prickly. Just the kind Ignis-nim would like. Anyway, you know this too, right? At your current level, you don’t stand a chance against 《Big Brother》. Unless you collect all Three Divine Artifacts.”


Jaehwan had certainly felt the power of the Three Divine Artifacts through this battle. Even for a powerhouse like Maiad, the difference in World Force between using the Three Divine Artifacts and not using them was immense.


Runald asked, “If someone gathered all three Three Divine Artifacts, could they fight 《Big Brother》?”


“It’s possible. They say the power of the Three Ancient Gods was enough to make even 《Big Brother》 fear them. If the Three Gods had joined forces to fight 《Big Brother》, the ruler of the 《Abyss》 might be different by now.”


The Three Ancient Gods. Gods who had ruled the 《Abyss》 210,000 years ago and could contend with 《Big Brother》.


Hearing it put that way, Jaehwan could understand the might of the Three Divine Artifacts. That was why so many gods had ventured into the 〈Great Forest〉 one hundred thousand years ago, and died there.


Karavan wrapped up the topic. “Anyway, getting back to the point, the 〈Great Forest〉 is famous because the final traces of the Three Ancient Gods remain here. It’s an old rumor. ‘If you want to know the Three Gods, seek the Mad God of the 〈Great Forest〉.’”


“Does this ‘Mad God’ possess the Three Divine Artifacts?”


“Maybe. Ignis-nim mentioned it before, and your friend said something similar, so I think there’s a good chance. More than anything, Andersen was the successor of the Ancient God Gestalt.”


“Gestalt?”


“Yeah. But I think we should talk about that later.”


At the same time Karavan spoke, Jaehwan noticed something as well.


The two concealed their presence and surveyed their surroundings. Behind them, Runald asked tensely, “What is it?”


Karavan put an index finger to his lips and made a quiet shushing sound.


Before long, Runald could sense an unusual presence too. Something was approaching slowly with a rustle.


World Force spread ominously through the forest. Growls followed one after another.


Runald’s face gradually filled with fear.


There was a simple reason the 〈Great Forest〉 was considered a forbidden region. Almost no one who entered it came out alive.


And the gods who did escape all said similar things.


One warned people to beware the Mad God.


The other was...


“Lost Ones. Be careful.”


A chill ran down Runald’s neck, then something charged at them with savage force.


Jaehwan’s sword light and Karavan’s fist struck at the same time.


Slash! Thud, thud, thud!


The first monster was sent flying after taking both attacks at once.


But there was not just one monster. Dozens emerged from between the black leaves of the 〈Great Forest〉.


Jaehwan examined the monster that had fallen.


Surprisingly, it was a form he knew well.


‘A Deadman?’


A monster covered in tentacles, with a grotesque mouth.


It was unmistakably a Deadman.


Yet the monsters charging after it were familiar to Jaehwan as well.


Rooooar!


Monsters with more than ten horns.


Beasts that Adapters in 《Chaos》 would drool over and covet stood before them.


‘Horned Beasts?’


The Horned Beasts charged, swinging their sharp horns.


There were dozens of them at a glance. Since they each appeared to have at least seven or eight horns, they were powerful creatures, no weaker than Seven-Horned Beasts. Some ignored Jaehwan and instead fought the Deadmans.


As he watched the monsters swing horns and tentacles at one another, Jaehwan realized something.


I see.


Lost Ones.


The name for those who lost their god during life, then had their souls collapse as time passed.


Those were the Lost Ones.


Footnotes:
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The Horned Beasts based on machinery had likely once been Followers of Deus, while the Deadmans whose souls had mutated from contamination had likely once been Followers of Catastrophe.


Even after the Ancient Gods had vanished and hundreds of thousands of years had passed, they still lived in the 〈Great Forest〉, baring their teeth at one another.


It was unfortunate, but Jaehwan had no time to pity them.


Fwoooosh.


Flames wrapped around Karavan’s fists and melted the Horned Beasts’ horns.


World Force coiling around the broken Solitary Existence pierced through the Deadmans’ heads.


Yet once Horned Beasts and Deadmans with nine or ten horns, or even stronger creatures, appeared, they were not so easy to handle. Jaehwan was still badly exhausted because his injuries had yet to heal, while Karavan could not fight properly with the link to a god severed.


“Damn it, I can’t even use 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」 in this situation.”


Karavan could use Ignis’s basic Setting, 「Flame Fist」, without Ignis’s help, but unfortunately, he could not use the Representative Setting, 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」.


“Ha, one hit from that would wipe all these bastards out…”


No matter how accomplished a god’s main Vicegerent was, he could not use the god’s true power without a link to a god.


The World Force Karavan could wield alone barely surpassed that of a high-grade god. Amid the unending waves of Lost Ones, even his World Force was gradually running dry.


To make matters worse, something was wrong with Jaehwan as well.


“Hey, God Slayer. What’s wrong with you all of a sudden?”


Jaehwan, who had been dealing with the Deadmans, lost his balance and staggered while pressing a hand to his temple.


He was just as confused. A powerful sense of déjà vu had suddenly come over him, disrupting his concentration. It was not the kind of déjà vu he felt from simply seeing Deadmans or Horned Beasts.


This feeling came from a far more distant memory.


He had the distinct feeling that he had visited this place before.


There was no doubt about it. I know this place.


But how could he know it when he had never once been to the 《Abyss》?


The Deadmans’ sharp tentacles flew at Jaehwan from every direction.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


The moment Runald reached out and rushed toward him.


Fwoosh, fwoosh, fwoosh!


Arrows shot from the brush and embedded themselves one after another in the Deadmans’ tentacles. The arrowheads, wrapped in unusual World Force, melted through the Deadmans’ outer flesh. Startled, the Deadmans screamed and warily looked around.


But the rain of arrows was not over.


With the sound of taut air tearing apart, more than twice as many arrows covered the sky again.


Kieeeeee!


The Deadmans let out horrific screams.


As the Deadmans faltered, their momentum broken, a group of shadows emerged and threatened them.


[Deusen. Catastrophen. Turga!]

[Turga!]


It was a language even 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 could not translate. Even so, Jaehwan could vaguely understand their words.


Begone, ghosts of Deus and Catastrophe!


Begone!


That was clearly what they meant.


Grrrrr…


The Horned Beasts and Deadmans surrounding Jaehwan and Karavan began fleeing toward the brush, one by one.


These were people capable of driving away Lost Ones that had completely lost their reason.


Once the Deadmans and Horned Beasts had all vanished into the undergrowth, Jaehwan was able to see who their pursuers were.


They each carried enormous bows, spears, and similar weapons. At a glance, they resembled a primitive tribe from World 294.


[Turga!]


Once the Deadmans and Horned Beasts had disappeared, the tribespeople aimed their bows and spears at Jaehwan and his Allies.


The pressure was as though an entire world had fixed its sights on them. Even Karavan, who had plenty of nerve, shrank back a step.


“Wh-what are these people…!”


The bows and spears looked like primitive Parts. There was no way getting hit by something like that should injure them.


Then what was this tension?


A strange killing intent honed over thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of years.


Something that had accumulated since ancient times.


Karavan swallowed hard, and Runald hid behind Jaehwan’s leg.


Only when the tribespeople drew their bowstrings taut did Jaehwan realize it too.


They had not appeared with friendly intentions. They had come here to erase Jaehwan and his Allies from this 〈Great Forest〉.


At the critical instant before the hands drawing the bowstrings released them, strange words slipped from Jaehwan’s mouth.


“Long-Lived Clan.”


He did not know why he had said it. The words Long-Lived Clan had simply come to mind, and speaking them was all Jaehwan could do at that moment.


Only after he said them did Jaehwan understand the source of the déjà vu he had just felt.


The item he had bought at the auction house, [Master’s Treatise].


That newly acquired book had intertwined with the 『Record of the Abyss』 he possessed, pouring new memories into him.


The reason Jaehwan could remember this place, and their name, was simple. Nine hundred years ago, Mulack had visited this place too.


As pages turned in his mind, the 『Record of the Abyss』 told its story.


「Long-Lived Clan. Successors of the Mad God who survived in the forgotten Great Forest.」


The Long-Lived Clan looked at one another after hearing Jaehwan’s words, then began to murmur. The killing intent in the air eased considerably.


“What? You know them?”


Karavan stared at Jaehwan in surprise.


It was understandable. Until moments ago, Jaehwan had barely known what 《Big Brother》 was or what the Three Ancient Gods were, yet he knew the name of the oldest clan in the 〈Great Forest〉.


“I don’t.”


Karavan stared back and forth between Jaehwan and the Long-Lived Clan with a dumbfounded look.


“Sometimes things just come to mind like this.”


Too annoyed to explain it all, Jaehwan answered that way. Strictly speaking, it was not wrong.


“What kind of…”


Karavan could not finish. A member of the Long-Lived Clan had spoken to him.


Their skin was especially dark and sunburned, and they stood about a handspan taller than the others.


[Janshor. Nas. Merga.]


You know us? Who are you?


“We are…”


Jaehwan had spoken to them without thinking, but now that they were willing to converse, he did not know how to introduce himself.


To begin with, he had no idea what kind of people the Long-Lived Clan were. The 『Record of the Abyss』 had irresponsibly told him only the name they went by.


Jaehwan looked down at the Horned Beast and Deadman corpses sprawled across the ground.


Deus. Catastrophe. Gestalt.


The names of the Ancient Gods flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


Like the Horned Beasts and Deadmans, perhaps these people were also Lost Ones of an Ancient God hiding in the 〈Great Forest〉.


The Long-Lived Clan asked again.


[Nas. Gestalten?]


Are you Followers of Gestalt?


It was a question that seemed to read Jaehwan’s thoughts.


After a moment of consideration, Jaehwan answered honestly.


“No. I do not believe in gods.”


It was an answer that suited him perfectly.


Karavan asked after hearing Jaehwan’s reply.


“What? What did they say?”


“They asked whether we were Followers of Gestalt.”


“And you said no?”


When Jaehwan nodded, Karavan’s face went pale.


“Are you out of your mind? In a situation like this, we should obviously have said we were Followers of Gestalt too.”


“Why?”


“The Lost Ones we fought earlier were Followers of Deus and Catastrophe. Then these people are obviously Followers of Gestalt, given the situation!”


Even as Karavan continued scolding him, the Long-Lived Clan on the other side were holding their own conversation.


[Nadats. Merlen.]

[Gestalten. Alo. Gestalten.]

[Hattero! Ah, hattero!]

[Nahl. Gestalten narga?]

[Nagamaren. Nadaro. Aiharo.]


That one says he does not believe in gods.


Really? Then there is no doubt. He is Gestalt.


He is naked! Naked! There is no doubt about it.


But one of them is not naked. Is that one really Gestalt?


What does it matter? I like that one.


It was an incomprehensible conversation, even though he could understand it.


A moment later, the person who seemed to be their Representative spoke again.


[Nas. Gestalten. Armarellium.]


That is right. Gestalts do not believe in gods.


I can feel Gestalt’s pride in you.


Almost at the same time, Karavan stepped forward and shouted.


“Hey, I’m Gestalt too! I believe in Gestalt! I absolutely love Gestalt!”


It was a statement that would have earned Karavan a bolt of flame if the God of Flames Ignis had heard it.


When a bolt of fire actually fell right in front of them the next moment, Karavan looked as if he suspected Ignis had heard every word.


Looking closer, though, it was not a bolt of fire but an arrow wrapped in World Force. The Long-Lived Clan were aiming at Karavan with fierce eyes.


Karavan stumbled backward in confusion.


“What? Why the hell…”


Leaving the terrified Karavan behind, Jaehwan stepped forward and began communicating. Whether they were truly communicating was unclear, but whenever Jaehwan said something, the other side said something back.


After exchanging a few words, Jaehwan turned to his Allies.


“They say they know about the Mad God. They are offering to guide us to their village.”


“Really?”


Runald’s face brightened.


Given how things had unfolded, these people called the Long-Lived Clan were likely connected to the Mad God they sought.


There was a problem, though.


“They say Runald and I are fine, but you are not.”


“What? Why?”


“They say you are not a real Gestalt.”


Karavan’s face darkened.


The Long-Lived Clan’s arrowheads were still pointed at Karavan.


After thinking for a moment, Jaehwan spoke to the Long-Lived Clan’s Representative again, then turned to Karavan.


“Take off your clothes.”


“What are you talking about? No!”


“If you want to live, do as I say.”


At that moment, Karavan realized something.


He looked down at himself, looked Jaehwan and Runald over, then looked back at the Long-Lived Clan.


Karavan was the only one among them wearing clothes.


Jaehwan said, “They say they will kill you if you do not take them off.”


The Long-Lived Clan’s ominous gazes were fixed on Karavan’s body.


Karavan’s face gradually turned white.


* * *


A little later, Karavan, now naked beside the equally naked Jaehwan and Runald, clutched his head and muttered.


“What happens now? What happens to a naked person?”


“Stop being so dramatic. You only took your clothes off.”


“No, something like my essence, something important, got stripped away with them.”


Roughly stripped naked by the Long-Lived Clan, Karavan looked somewhat vacant.


After walking for some time while consoling the mentally crumbling Karavan, Jaehwan and his Allies arrived at the Long-Lived Clan’s base.


This was the deepest part of the 〈Great Forest〉.


The sensation of the air filling his lungs was strange. World Force brushed against his skin in an unusual way, oddly warm and humid, yet gentle.


Jaehwan knew a World Force like this. It was the same feeling he had experienced in Andersen’s Worldview, the Naked World.


La-Mahad, a member of the Long-Lived Clan who had stopped walking, turned back and spoke.


[Nas. Saicricpod. Amadar.]


Its translation was as follows.


Welcome to Mad God’s Forest.


Footnotes:
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“If I enter the Great Forest again, I will no longer be human... no, not even a god.”


Buddha, Sixth Seat of the Seven Divine Thrones


* * *


At the heart of the Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉, stood its capital, 〈Highseeker〉. The capital had changed hands several times through repeated Holy Wars, and it was now occupied by the figures who had led the Hachenold Catastrophe to victory.


“It is noisy inside. Did someone arrive?”


Kasim stood before the central office of 〈Highseeker〉’s grand palace, head tilted at the commotion coming from within.


The central office was where Highseeker’s highest authority had withdrawn from public view.


Yet shouting had been echoing from inside for some time. Something also shattered with a loud crash.


It was impossible. Who would dare raise their voice and throw furniture at 〈Caspion〉’s ruler and the master of 「Rupture」?


“Ah, Fourth Division Commander-nim, you have arrived.”


An administrator waiting outside the office hurried over and bowed to Kasim. The administrator looked quite anxious, likely having been keeping watch on the situation from outside.


“Is something happening?”


“Well, the Second Division Commander-nim has arrived.”


“The Second Division Commander? Seolha came?”


“Yes.”


Another loud crash rang out inside the office.


Kasim did not seem particularly concerned.


“Seolha can be like that.”


“Yes.”


It was easy enough to understand why the administrator was looking at Kasim with such hopeful eyes.


A Commander and a Division Commander were arguing in there. More precisely, the Division Commander was likely the only one yelling. A lowly administrator could not possibly step in.


Kasim looked down at the briefing documents in hand and sighed. There was no point waiting outside forever. Kasim had to go in eventually.


This will get noisy for a while.


The moment Kasim lightly turned the doorknob, Yu Seolha’s booming voice rang out.


“Then you should have just held him! You were trying to kill him?”


“There was a need.”


“What were you thinking? You were the one who first tried to recruit him!”


Kasim slowly let go of the doorknob.


Before Kasim’s hand had even fully left it, the door flew open with force.


Yu Seolha stormed out like a runaway train, electricity crackling from the ends of her hair. She must have been furious, because her Innate Setting, 「Thunder Chain」, had activated unconsciously.


Kasim stared blankly at the doorknob that had been torn off with a crash, then awkwardly raised a hand at Yu Seolha.


“Huh? Kasim?”


Yu Seolha, who had been breathing heavily, stared at Kasim with wide eyes.


* * *


Kasim let out a light sigh and asked, “What are you trying to accomplish by opposing the Commander? Are you going to hold a 「Rupture War」 and settle it?”


Instead of answering, Yu Seolha sucked down the orangeade on the tea table through a straw. Only after draining half of it did she speak.


“A Rupture War? There is no way I could win as I am now. How am I supposed to beat that monster when he even has the Three Divine Artifacts now?”


“Fair enough.”


The law of 「Rupture」 was might.


Whenever opinions clashed over a particular issue, Rupture could settle the dispute through a 「Rupture War」.


“Damn it. If only he did not have Deus Ex Machina.”


“Could you win if the Commander did not use it?”


“I would have to try to know.”


“Ha ha. There is a massive gap between your World Force and the Commander’s. How can you say that?”


Yu Seolha pouted at Kasim’s words.


Awakened Ones had transcended the System, but they had not fully escaped numbers. Their World Force was still a limited resource.


Yu Seolha’s publicly known World Force was a little over three billion.


The Commander’s World Force, on the other hand, neared or even exceeded ten billion even without Deus Ex Machina.


Yu Seolha drank the rest of her orangeade in irritation, then let out a small burp.


“By the way, who are those two behind you?”


“Ah.”


Kasim turned around in the direction Yu Seolha pointed.


A man and a woman stood there at attention with tense expressions.


“They are new recruits. I am taking them around and training them.”


“The Tyrant Kasim becoming a babysitter. Interesting.”


“Do not tease me.”


When Kasim gestured toward the recruits with a nod, the pair walked forward and bowed politely. Both had striking appearances. The man wore a neat, handsome smile, while the woman had a captivatingly blank expression.


The man spoke first.


“Hello, Division Commander-nim. My name is Kim Yoonhwan. I have recently joined 「Rupture」.”


“Kim Yoonhwan?”


“Yes.”


Yu Seolha studied his face.


“Could it be... no, forget it.”


After staring at Kim Yoonhwan for a moment, Yu Seolha turned to the woman.


“Hello. I am Han Seoyul.”


“Mm.”


Yu Seolha gave a light nod.


“You are pretty. Life must have been rather tiring for you.”


“No.”


Yu Seolha sensed the cold killing intent in Han Seoyul’s eyes and smiled.


“But with eyes like those, you will do fine on your own.”


“Thank you.”


“What are you thanking me for? You do not need to make a good impression on me. We might meet as enemies next time.”


“Pardon?”


Han Seoyul looked bewildered, and Kasim gave a bitter smile.


“What is this, Seolha? Are you already trying to intimidate the new recruits?”


“It is not like that.”


“Huh? Then what is it?”


There was no trace of playfulness on Yu Seolha’s face.


Kasim studied her carefully, expression slowly hardening.


“Do not tell me... no, right?”


“...”


“Stop joking. Tell me it is not true.”


“You are thinking correctly.”


“Are you serious?”


“Yeah. The next time we meet, you might be my enemy too.”


Kasim looked at Yu Seolha with an even more serious gaze. They had been comrades-in-arms for over a hundred years. They could tell what the other was thinking just by looking into their eyes.


“Are you leaving 「Rupture」 again?”


“I am just going out for a while.”


“Because of the guy the Commander let get away?”


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


“There are plenty of men here too.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Why are you defending him so much? Over someone like that...”


“I saw his Unique World.”


I saw the Unique World.


If anyone other than Yu Seolha had said that, it would have meant exactly what it sounded like.


But when Yu Seolha said she had “seen” something, the meaning was different.


“Do not tell me you used 「World Appraisal」?”


「World Appraisal」.


Yu Seolha’s innate Setting, which could predict a world’s future potential.


When Yu Seolha said she had “seen” a world, it meant she had attempted an appraisal.


Kasim spoke faster.


“He lost to the Commander. There could not have been new potential in that world.”


“A defeated world is not always wrong.”


“What did you see that makes you say that?”


“To be exact, I did not see anything. The appraisal itself did not work.”


A world that could not even be appraised.


Had Yu Seolha ever used those words to describe an Unique World before?


“Even if his world holds greater potential, there is no reason for you to leave Rupture just because...”


“Kasim, do you know what happened to Eunsae?”


Kasim flinched and evaded the question.


“I do not know what you mean.”


“The Awakened One Enhancement Project. You knew about it too, right? Did you only hide it from me?”


Kasim’s lips tightened.


The Awakened One Enhancement Project.


It was an experiment conducted in absolute secrecy even within 「Rupture」, carried out without the knowledge of certain Division Commanders.


An experiment intended to maximize a child’s potential for growth and create a Unique World of infinite scale.


“Seolha, listen. That was...”


“What was Rupture’s banner? We gathered to create a world without cultivation.”


“...”


“So how are we any different from those damned Cultivators if we conduct experiments like that?”


Only then did Kasim seem to understand Yu Seolha’s anger.


Yu Seolha looked quietly up at the empty air and asked, “Do you still believe the Commander dreams of the same world as you?”


Kasim had trusted Maiad in the past and still trusted Maiad now. Even if the Commander had carried out something like the Awakened One Enhancement Project, Kasim did not doubt there was a greater purpose behind it.


Even so, Kasim found it difficult to answer Yu Seolha’s question.


“There is a ‘star’ in the Commander’s world. He is the only man who can see 《Big Brother》, the source of this world’s disaster. He is the only Awakened One in this world who can challenge the source of cultivation. If I do not trust him, who should I trust?”


“What if there is someone else who can see 《Big Brother》?”


“There cannot be...”


Kasim stopped speaking midway through the thought.


“Do not tell me that guy can too?”


“That is what I think.”


“That is impossible. Only Awakened Ones who have overcome 「Alienation」 can see 《Big Brother》. He was absurdly weak for someone who has overcome Alienation. You must have seen something wrong...”


Kasim did not know the reason for this agitation, or why the words were suddenly coming faster in a rambling rush.


Kasim only knew there was something worth defending, without even knowing what it was.


“Kasim. I am not saying you are wrong.”


Only after meeting Yu Seolha’s cold eyes did Kasim fall silent.


“Then...”


“I simply wanted to believe in something else. Whether that world is right or wrong, I only want to choose a world where I can stand proud.”


“...”


“So keep living in your world, just as you are now.”


Yu Seolha rose from her seat and walked away with steady steps. Her gait was stubborn and certain, like someone walking toward the god she believed in.


How much time passed?


“Division Commander Kasim?”


Yoonhwan’s voice from behind finally brought Kasim back to reality.


Yu Seolha had already vanished from sight.


Kasim glanced down at the briefing papers still held in hand.


A title was written there.


『Lone World』.


* * *


A day had passed since Jaehwan and his Allies arrived at the Longevity Clan’s base.


The Longevity Clan’s village was built on reclaimed land, protected by trees taller and sturdier than those in other parts of the Great Forest. Oddly, a gigantic hot spring sat at its center.


Thanks to the hot spring, which constantly sent out warm steam, the Longevity Clan spent their days bathing after hunts or relaxing in the small bungalows before the spring.


Jaehwan’s Allies had also been assigned a small guest bungalow.


“Why am I the only one who has to do this?”


A naked Karavan grumbled while wearing yellow back-scrubbing mitts.


His whole body had become red and swollen. He had already scrubbed the backs of more than a hundred tribe members today alone.


Jaehwan looked at him with pity and explained.


“They said you are not a guest. You are a ‘criminal.’”


“What crime did I commit?”


“I was not curious enough to ask.”


Karavan scrubbed the back of a Longevity Clan warrior who had just emerged from the hot spring and let out a scream-like shout.


“These bastards have backs that are too broad! Some of them come twice or three times a day.”


“...”


“Why are they soaking in the hot spring all day long?”


“...”


“If only I could use 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」...!”


[Nas. Sorel. Hatan.]


“Ha ha, that feels good, right? Shall I scrub here too?”


Karavan forced a servile smile and diligently scrubbed the Longevity Clan warrior’s back.


[Nas. Sorel. Hatan.]


“Yes! This spot itches?”


For reference, the Longevity Clan’s words that reached Jaehwan’s mind meant this.


Your hands are hot. It feels good.


After finishing yet another back, Karavan panted for breath.


It was strange. Karavan was stronger than even high-grade gods of the 《Abyss》 without borrowing Ignis’s power. A little scrubbing should not have exhausted him.


“This is strange. I lose strength instantly here. Just breathing in the hot spring steam makes it feel like my body is melting.”


“It must have a training effect.”


“Then why are those bastards completely fine?”


The Longevity Clan did not look tired at all as they scrubbed one another’s backs and enjoyed the hot spring.


Their World Pressure was unusual too. At first glance, they seemed weaker than low-grade gods. Yet at certain moments, they carried an oppressive force like the Seven Divine Thrones. It felt as if even the measure of World Force had softened under the hot spring’s warmth.


“Hurry up and ask these bastards about the ‘Mad God.’ Once we know that, we are done!”


Karavan’s eyes welled up resentfully as he watched Longevity Clan members line up to have their backs scrubbed after somehow hearing the news.


“Damn it...”


The Calamity Flame burning over Karavan’s hands made them look less like 「Flame Fists」 and more like 「Flame Scrubbers」.


Still, as life often went, when one person’s life rushed toward tragedy, another person’s life rushed toward sweet comedy.


“Jaehwan-nim, this is the paradise I have always wanted.”


Runald cried out in rapture. Looking at the beautiful women of the Longevity Clan soaking in the hot spring, his eyes glistened with emotion.


“Andersen-nim was right. She said there was a naked paradise somewhere in the world...”


Their bodies were submerged in the water, so their outlines could not be clearly seen. Even so, every one of them seemed to have an extraordinary figure.


“It is right here! Right now!”


Perhaps sensing Runald’s heated gaze, one beautiful Longevity Clan woman sent him a heart-stopping smile.


Runald looked as though he would start bleeding from the nose at any moment.


A short while later, the woman from the Longevity Clan who had exchanged meaningful looks with Runald rose from the hot spring.


Her figure was truly remarkable.


Jaehwan silently looked at the woman’s body and recalled something said by a great person from World 294.


Life is a comedy when seen from afar, but a tragedy when seen up close.


One step, then another.


The woman Runald admired began to approach.


“W-What... why is that there?!”


Runald’s tragedy had begun.


“W-Why? Why do you have that...?!”


Runald trembled, completely shocked.


The beautiful woman, who had already come right up to him, smiled sweetly and spoke to Runald.


[Nas. Arkama.]


Terrified, Runald clung to Jaehwan.


“Jaehwan-nim? What did that person just say?”


“She said she is glad to meet you.”


Jaehwan lied.


Because it actually meant this.


You are very cute.


Runald, who knew nothing, asked, “Really?”


“Yes.”


“Then why is she getting closer and closer?”


Runald was caught by the beautiful women.


“Aaaaaah! Jaehwan-nim! We need to get out of here right now!”


Jaehwan did not intend to stay here long either.


But he could not leave before achieving his purpose.


Over the last day, Jaehwan had asked the ‘Longevity Clan’ several questions.


“Let me meet your leader.”


[Ra. Mir. Tus.]


Everything has its time.


“Who are you? Why are you here?”


[Ouroboros.]


We are Gestalt.


We are not Gestalt.


Oddly, the words reached him as two meanings at once.


Those who were Gestalt and not Gestalt at the same time.


Jaehwan could not understand what that meant.


No matter how many times he asked, only cryptic answers returned.


Even the 『Record of the Abyss』 did not provide an answer. The only thing Jaehwan could do was wait.


Waiting.


Come to think of it, Jaehwan had never waited through such vague, uncertain time before. He had repeated his training for thousands of years, always chased by time. He struggled to perform more Stabs faster, in less time.


If someone asked why he had lived that way, the answer was already decided.


To live. To survive.


But had that truly been the whole reason?


Jaehwan rose and picked up a branch from the ground.


Once he had learned to perform Stabs through mental images, he no longer needed this kind of training. Still, Jaehwan sometimes held a sword and practiced Stabbing.


It was as natural as breathing. By now, he had spent more of his life performing Stabs than not performing them.


The branch slowly moved toward a single point in the air.


Yet there was nothing there. He did not know what he was aiming at, or what he should be aiming at.


Even so, Jaehwan stabbed.


As if something that only he could see existed there.


Stabbing, stabbing, then stabbing again.


Each repeated Stab left a thin trail in the afternoon air. As the trails accumulated, disordered memories floated through Jaehwan’s mind.


Those who had left him. Those who had liked him. Those who had protected his world in his place.


Jaehwan thought of Andersen.


A god who shared his world and affirmed it.


What kind of god was Andersen? Why had she made that choice? What had she wanted to prove?


Through that proof, how had she hoped she herself would change?


Some answers felt as though he knew them. Others felt as though he never could.


Between what he seemed to know and what he could not know, Jaehwan continued to stab. Even if those Stabs gathered no answers, even if they only cut through empty air.


He still stabbed.


Remembering. Leaving trails in the air even while knowing they would vanish.


It was the only thing Jaehwan could do now.


After he had performed about a thousand stabs, someone spoke to him.


[Nas. Hirmu. Shuryukan.]


That is an interesting form of training.


It was the warrior who had brought Jaehwan’s Allies here. Without giving Jaehwan time to answer, the warrior continued.


[Aikamu.]


But it is useless.


Jaehwan gazed at La-Hamad with indifferent eyes.


How had the Longevity Clan become so strong?


On the surface, they were only a primitive tribe that walked around without clothes. Yet they carried World Pressure that seemed capable of easily toying with even the highest-grade gods. It was truly strange.


Jaehwan continued Stabbing in silence. Only after the sun high in the sky had fully set did he finally complete ten thousand Stabs.


Night had fallen.


Runald, who had spent a pleasant time with the women, was fast asleep. Karavan had exhausted all his strength scrubbing backs all day and lay sprawled out as well.


[Nas. Angkar?]


Finished?


Surprisingly, the Longevity Clan warrior who had spoken to Jaehwan earlier was still there. The warrior had patiently sat and watched Jaehwan complete every Stab.


There were quite a few more spectators now as well.


Feeling a little burdened by the Longevity Clan’s gazes, Jaehwan put down the branch.


“I am finished.”


The warrior rose, standing five or six spans taller than Jaehwan. It was like a heavy mountain rising to its feet.


La-Hamad spoke in a deep voice befitting that massive body.


[Ra. Angkar. Dou.]


Come. The leader is waiting for you.
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La-Hamad, who had brought Jaehwan’s Allies here, was the only member of the Longevity Clan qualified as a ‘Great Warrior.’ Even at a glance, the presence they carried was overwhelming, beyond comparison to the other members of the Longevity Clan.


Led by La-Hamad, Jaehwan ventured deeper into the village.


The open-air baths continued along tributaries running through the forest of black leaves. Naked Longevity Clan warriors sat sweating beside the steaming waters.


A few warriors looked toward Jaehwan and La-Hamad, then called out.


“Great Warrior, where are you going?”


“The path of Great Souls.”


“And what is that brat beside you?”


“One who will realize Ouroboros.”


“I see. Ouroboros.”


It was a conversation Jaehwan could not understand.


The word ‘Ouroboros,’ in particular, seemed to carry a great many meanings for them. It was difficult to grasp what it truly meant.


“May you have good fortune.”


“You should soak in the open-air baths.”


A few warriors offered Jaehwan advice. Some laughed heartily at the sight of his naked body, but most remained focused on their own bathing.


They absorbed moisture from the warmth of the springs, scrubbed off their grime, then entered the water again.


Some even ate their own grime, like insects consuming their shed shells after a Molt. Strangely, their grime was white, like shaved frozen milk. It looked clean enough that Jaehwan almost thought it might be all right to eat.


Others sat cross-legged in the water, lost in thought.


Following La-Hamad, Jaehwan asked, “Are you always bathing?”


[Myoku?]


La-Hamad tilted their head.


Either there was a problem with the translation, or they had no word for “bathing.” It was strange. Everyone was bathing, yet no one knew the word for it?


Once Jaehwan explained with a few simple gestures, La-Hamad nodded in understanding.


“Ah, you mean Molting.”


“Molting?”


“Taking off Clothes.”


“Taking off Clothes? What does that mean?”


La-Hamad did not answer right away, so Jaehwan asked again.


“By Clothes, do you mean grime? Or is it a metaphor?”


Even as he asked, Jaehwan felt foolish. Naturally, it had to carry some deeper meaning than that.


La-Hamad said, “Clothes are Clothes.”


“I thought you might say something like that.”


“The more Clothes you take off, the higher the grade of your soul becomes. Your World Force grows stronger, and you can survive without gods.”


Clothes.


Come to think of it, Jaehwan had recently gone through many complicated things related to this concept of Clothes.


“Do you know a god named Andersen?”


La-Hamad did not answer.


Jaehwan asked again, “Were you the ones who taught that god the Setting of 「Naked」?”


La-Hamad gave an eerie smile.


[Ouroboros.]


Anyone can strip naked.


No one can strip naked.


The words were translated with two meanings again.


Jaehwan frowned. “What exactly does Ouroboros mean?”


La-Hamad lightly shook their head and walked ahead of him.


They had no intention of answering.


La-Hamad’s pace gradually quickened.


That was when Jaehwan heard a voice from somewhere. At first, he thought it was the sound of the open-air spring’s tributaries flowing. Then he thought it was birdsong.


Listening closely, though, he realized it was a song.


No matter how much you shed, Clothes never end.


As each strips away the other’s Clothes,


Neither gods nor worlds matter.


Jaehwan listened closely.


It sounded as though the entire Great Forest had become one enormous mouth, singing. Every member of the Longevity Clan soaking in the springs had closed their eyes.


Jaehwan realized this was the Longevity Clan’s song.


A song.


He remembered Andersen’s song.


Then familiar lyrics followed.


After stripping the last friend,


The Naked God finally returned home.


His home was filled only with his friends’ Clothes.


Looking at those Clothes, the Naked God said,


The Naked God.


This was the song Andersen had sung.


He had expected it ever since he saw every member of the tribe was naked. Andersen must have learned this song from them long ago. The reason she had sent Jaehwan to the 《Great Forest》 was likely so he could meet them.


Jaehwan slowly blinked and focused on the song.


Then it felt as though Andersen was singing beside him.


I am lonely.


So terribly lonely.


The Naked God said so,


Then picked up his friends’ Clothes and put them on.


One set of the Naked God’s Clothes.


Two sets of the Naked God’s Clothes.


At last, the Naked God was wrapped in Clothes.


The lonely Naked God said,


The reason this world is so unhappy.


That is,


Because we are all wearing Clothes.


Because none of us can take off Clothes.


The song was rough at times, ferocious at others. Sometimes it was sorrowful, sometimes melancholy.


No one can take off Clothes.


That alone is the truth.


The song continued for some time before La-Hamad stopped walking. Looking at Jaehwan, La-Hamad said,


[Nas, Akinio.]


“You must go alone from here.”


[Dioblivio.]


“Remember.”


[Ouroboros.]


“Clothes must exist.”


“Clothes can never exist.”


* * *


Jaehwan continued toward the inner part of the open-air baths where La-Hamad had led him. With every step, the scenery around him took on a strangely familiar shape.


This was not a simple open-air bath.


In one spring, blade-like winds carrying sharp World Force blew against him. In another, a terrible cold rushed up from beneath his feet.


He had seen this kind of structure somewhere before.


The order was different, but Jaehwan had definitely passed through gates with this structure before. After passing several more open-air baths, he realized what they resembled.


Eight Gates of Hell.


The gates of the magic Sirwen had used on Jaehwan, ‘Eight Gates of Hell.’


A brutal illusion spell, whose eighth and final gate had given him 『Record of the Abyss』, Mulack Armelt’s memory.


Jaehwan instinctively knew that Mulack had once walked this path of open-air baths. Mulack had visited the Great Forest. Perhaps Mulack had walked through these springs and created Eight Gates of Hell.


After walking for some time, the temperature of the baths began rising sharply.


Fever Hell.


Fever Hell should originally have been the second gate of the Eight Gates of Hell, but it seemed to serve as the final one here.


At the end of the open-air bath, he saw a Longevity Clan warrior leisurely soaking amid the steam.


For the first time, Jaehwan stopped when he saw the aura rippling through the heat.


The World Pressure flowing from the warrior’s entire body was powerful enough to rival even the Seven Divine Thrones. Even Maiad, after revealing their true strength, did not seem capable of comparing.


Was that the ‘Mad God’?


World Force alone could not reveal their identity. When the difference was too great, the weaker side could hardly grasp the stronger side’s power at all. It was like an ant being unable to fully comprehend the existence of a human.


“Are you the leader?”


The leader did not answer.


Their face could not be seen clearly through the steam. Jaehwan could not tell what expression they wore, or even what posture they held. He could only feel that they existed there.


Then, at some point, the leader’s shadow moved.


It was a gesture, almost like a beckoning motion.


Were they telling him to come closer?


After hesitating, Jaehwan approached the open-air bath where the leader was soaking. The moment he stepped in, terrible pain swept over him.


It was not pain that could be described as simply hot.


His feet, his legs, perhaps his entire soul felt as though they would be cooked whole. Even Ignis’s 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」, which Karavan had bragged about so often, did not seem capable of becoming this hot.


Jaehwan did not stop.


One step, then another.


The bath grew deeper and hotter with every step. Jaehwan moved forward with only his head barely above the surface. Before long, he realized that what surrounded him was not water.


Water could not possibly be this hot.


I am not getting any closer.


He had walked a hundred steps, perhaps more, yet the distance between him and the leader had not changed at all. It felt as though he were running on an endless treadmill.


Even covering the surface of his soul form with World Force had reached its limit.


The boiling liquid melted Jaehwan’s soul form, then began seeping inside. Within the hellishly hot bath, his consciousness gradually blurred.


It was absurd.


He had struggled so hard to get here, only to die in a hot spring.


There was no comedy more ridiculous than that.


Yet that tragicomedy was Jaehwan’s reality.


When strength left his legs, his body floated in the bath. Hot liquid rushed into his body through his nose and ears.


His consciousness was already half gone. Even the sensation of heat gradually faded.


This is comfortable.


Maybe I could just let go.


A heedless warmth loosened his entire body.


Just as his consciousness was about to disappear, he heard voices from somewhere again.


「Hey, are you doing this again?」


「This guy seems to be running out of grit. Will he be okay?」


「We picked him because he had the most grit out of all of us. Who else would perform Stabs ten billion times?」


「Hey, I could do that much too.」


He had heard voices like these before.


When had it been?


When he cleared Hell of Self within Eight Gates of Hell?


When he had just reached 「Hypothesis」 and opened Creation?


Or when he fought Maiad for the last time?


Whatever the case, one thing was certain. He had never heard their voices as clearly as he did now.


「Please take better care of yourself, friend. This time, of all things, it is an open-air bath?」


「Do you think we will help you again? Huh? Do you think some amazing miracle will happen again, where power suddenly surges up from nowhere and solves every crisis?」


「Do you think this is some shonen manga? You cannot just charge ahead blindly and expect everything to work out. Reality is ruthless. You learned that with Maiad, so you know by now, right?」


Their words pierced Jaehwan’s chest.


He hurriedly shook his head and gasped for air.


He could not give up here. He would never give up.


「Oh, you are coming to your senses pretty well.」


「That will not be enough. What can he do with such weak World Force?」


「Hey, beg. If you beg, I... no, we will give you power. Hmm, no. How about giving us control outright?」


Unconsciously, Jaehwan shook his head.


「Damn it, I told you the problem started when we decided to support a stubborn blockhead like this!」


「Give up already, you bastard!」


Jaehwan still did not yield.


He forced himself upright again. He struggled to take even one more step.


His body would not listen. The shadow of death flickered before him.


Then the voices came again.


「Damn it, fine, I lose. Yeah, I admit it, ‘me.’」


「There is really no helping guys named Jaehwan.」


「Hey, who wants to support him this time?」


Those were the last words Jaehwan heard before he lost consciousness.


A moment later, something wrapped around the surface of his soul began to loosen and peel away.


Grime, a shell, or a skin?


It did not matter what it was called.


Its name was unimportant.


It peeled away, and the shed pieces crumbled into powder with a soft crackle before being absorbed back into Jaehwan.


Warm energy wrapped around him from somewhere.


Jaehwan knew this feeling.


It was similar to when the thousands of Jaehwans he had met at the final gate of Eight Gates of Hell were absorbed into him, allowing him to finally open Creation.


It was an intensely lonely, solitary feeling, yet warm.


His World Force had increased by at least twice as much. His soul became full, and strength returned to his entire body.


Was this what it felt like when one layer of skin was shed and a new one grew in its place?


When Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes, he saw a man’s face right in front of him.


Was that man the leader... the ‘Mad God’?


The figure reflected in Jaehwan’s eyes was not the leader.


La-Hamad stood there, wearing an enigmatic smile.


[Nas, Ouroboros.]


“You have taken off Clothes.”


“You have put on Clothes.”
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A month had already passed since Jaehwan entered Mad God’s Forest.


He had spent most of that time immersed in one of the Great Forest’s boiling hot springs.


Steam rose from the open-air bath. Beyond the heat haze, Jaehwan could see the shadow of the ‘Mad God.’


But that was all.


An entire month had passed, yet Jaehwan had found no way to approach the ‘Mad God.’


“You are always here these days.”


Runald visited from time to time.


Strictly speaking, though, Runald had not come to see Jaehwan. He had fled here to escape the Longevity Clan’s older sisters, if that was even the right word for them.


“Whenever they see me, they try to scrub my back. At this rate, they will peel off all my skin and leave only my bones.”


Every time the Longevity Clan saw Runald, they clamored to scrub the grime from his back. As a result, his back was never unscathed. Looking at Runald’s back, now so polished that it was beginning to turn golden, Jaehwan spoke.


“It will be good for you in the end.”


“What kind of nonsense is that?”


“There is a mysterious power hidden in their scrubbing.”


“That is about as believable as a Setting that makes you stronger the more Clothes you take off.”


Runald let out a deep sigh.


“Karavan-nim has been saying similar things lately. He keeps going on about the ‘philosophy of scrubbing’ and such. I think he likes it here now.”


Jaehwan suddenly realized he had not seen Karavan in quite some time. When they had first arrived at Mad God’s Forest, Karavan had come by every day to lament his situation.


“I need to restore my link with Ignis-nim soon. Then I will kill every one of those bastards!”


Or:


“I remember every bastard whose back I scrubbed. I will hang every last one of them in hellfire. Do not underestimate the Crimson Flame Tribulation.”


The last time Karavan had visited was the week before last. It had already been two weeks since Jaehwan had last seen him. Jaehwan had begun to wonder whether Karavan had finally grown tired of it or resigned himself to his fate, so hearing that Karavan was spreading some strange philosophy made him curious.


“What has Karavan been doing lately?”


“The same thing as always. He scrubs people’s backs. It seems he has gotten quite into it lately.”


“He enjoys it?”


“Grime is Zen.”


Runald deliberately imitated Karavan’s voice as he spoke.


While Jaehwan spent his time in the open-air bath, Karavan seemed to have become a true master of back scrubbing.


“He says that if you keep scrubbing away grime, you will discover the secret of the soul. That in the end, you will understand the relationship between grime and yourself, grime and the world, yourself and the world, then reach the truth... Anyway, I think he has completely lost his mind.”


Unexpectedly, Jaehwan looked serious as he listened.


“Is that so? Whether it is grime or Clothes... perhaps what you call it is not important.”


“What?”


“It sounds like he is more or less on the right path.”


“Are you serious?”


Runald unconsciously took several steps back. His eyes were full of disbelief.


“He is probably realizing something about Clothes Shedding.”


“Clothes Shedding?”


“The Longevity Clan calls it Molting. Clothes Shedding is a name I came up with.”


Clothes Shedding.


It was the ritual of removing, then removing again, the Clothes that formed the shell of a soul form.


Every warrior of the Longevity Clan performed it every day. It was also the secret behind their strength.


“What exactly is it?”


“What I do every day.”


Runald looked at Jaehwan soaking in the open-air bath and asked suspiciously, “Bathing?”


“Something like that.”


Jaehwan shrugged and looked around the open-air bath. Heat so intense it seemed capable of melting the skin from anyone who approached scorched the area.


Over the past month, Jaehwan had survived thirty-seven brushes with death in this bath.


The temperature alone was enough to drive someone mad if they simply entered and sat still.


Every day, Jaehwan practiced walking through that heat and parting the steam. His goal was, needless to say, to meet the ‘Mad God,’ the leader of the Longevity Clan who sat within the steam.


Yet Jaehwan still did not know what the Mad God looked like, or even whether the Mad God truly existed. He had never once broken through the steam and reached the end of the open-air bath.


All he could do was walk endlessly deeper into it.


After walking like that all day, his World Force would eventually be depleted, and his soul would be left on the verge of death.


That state of near-death, a pseudo-death, brought Jaehwan all kinds of hallucinations. Like a life repeatedly flashing before his eyes, he met countless versions of himself from his memories within those pseudo-death hallucinations.


Sometimes, he saw Jaehwan studying for college entrance exams. At other times, he saw Jaehwan cleaning firearms in the military. He also saw Jaehwan from the days he had spent in the 《Tower of Nightmares》 or Chaos.


Every Jaehwan faced a different world. They wore different Clothes, made different expressions, and lived different lives.


「Again?!」


「Knock it off already!」


Sometimes, voices like those sounded in his head.


After reliving old memories amid that brutal heat, Jaehwan felt the outer layer of his body peel away as his World Force grew stronger.


It felt refreshing, as though impurities had been purged from him, while a new fullness rose from the depths of his soul.


This was the peak of Clothes Shedding.


The rest of the process was always the same. La-Hamad would appear from somewhere and pull Jaehwan’s limp body from the bath.


Then La-Hamad would mutter, “Ouroboros,” in a meaningful voice.


Only after all that could Jaehwan say that day’s Clothes Shedding was complete.


Runald asked, “Jaehwan-nim. What exactly are ‘Clothes’? Lately, both you and Karavan-nim, and all the Longevity Clan members too, seem to think they are important... No matter how much I hear about them, I do not understand what they are. You are not talking about the clothes we actually wear, right?”


Jaehwan hesitated for a moment, unsure how to answer.


If he wanted to, he could talk at length about what Clothes were.


For instance, Jaehwan could have said:


“Clothes are the self. They are camouflage used to hide oneself from merciless gazes.”


Or:


“Clothes are the System. They are a device that conceals and deceives the body within predetermined values.”


If the Longevity Clan heard either interpretation, they would likely encourage him by saying, “Anyway, Ouroboros.”


Yet Jaehwan did not like either explanation. He could not tell which one, if either, was correct.


‘Are Clothes the self? Or are they the System?’


There was something about the concept of Clothes that could not be defined so clearly.


After thinking and thinking, Jaehwan had once been unable to resist asking La-Hamad what Clothes were.


La-Hamad had answered:


“Ouroboros.”


Jaehwan had become irritated.


“What does that even mean? You people always say that.”


“Ouroboros is Ouroboros.”


“Speaking cryptically does not make it a profound truth.”


“This is not a matter of what is easy or difficult.”


La-Hamad slowly shook their head, then looked at Jaehwan as though watching a lamb that had left the fence.


“You escaped the System, yet you still live inside it.”


Those words had left a scar deep within Jaehwan’s soul.


Instinctively, he realized something.


La-Hamad’s advice would become a guidepost he absolutely had to remember when he faced 《Big Brother》.


“Jaehwan-nim?”


Runald was looking at him with a puzzled expression.


Jaehwan belatedly cleared his throat and asked, “What were we talking about?”


“What Clothes are.”


For him to get lost in other thoughts while speaking, the heat of the open-air bath must have clouded his mind.


Still, there were thoughts he could only have in that hazy state. Thoughts about Clothes, or Clothes Shedding. Thoughts he could not have with a clear mind.


Jaehwan looked into Runald’s eyes.


They were eyes seeking a clear answer.


Once, Jaehwan had looked at the world with eyes like those. That was why he thought he knew what to say.


“Ouroboros.”


“What?”


“Clothes are Ouroboros.”


“What is that supposed to mean? Come to think of it, the warriors kept pointing at my crotch and saying, ‘Ouroboros, Ouroboros.’”


His crotch?


Perhaps sensing Jaehwan’s gaze, Runald hurriedly covered his crotch with both hands and asked again.


“Anyway, what the hell is Ouroboros?”


“I do not really know either.”


“You are joking right now, right?”


“I do not know everything.”


“But you are doing this Clothes Shedding thing. Does it make sense that you keep shedding Clothes without knowing what Clothes are?”


It was a valid point.


Still, Jaehwan did not panic.


“Runald.”


“Yes.”


“What is life?”


“What?”


Runald was momentarily speechless.


That was only natural.


It was normal not to know how to answer when someone suddenly asked what life was.


Of course, Runald could try to answer somehow. Life was this, or life was that. He could even make a petty joke and say life was an Egg.


But Runald could not easily open his mouth.


Would he have been able to explain it if he knew more words? If he had lived longer, could he have declared what life was?


Runald did not know.


Perhaps the more words he knew, and the longer he lived, the more difficult life would become.


The metaphysical question swelled in his mind like a huge speech bubble.


Then what is life?


In the end, Runald shook his head.


“I do not know.”


Jaehwan nodded.


“That is what it is.”


“What?”


“Neither you nor I know what life is, but we live somehow anyway.”


Runald’s mouth fell open foolishly. Seeming to think the explanation was somehow profound, Runald looked at Jaehwan with admiration after a moment.


“Jaehwan-nim suddenly seems amazing.”


“?”


“I see! Ouroboros means that our lives are...!”


As the nonsense showed signs of becoming long-winded, Jaehwan raised a hand from the bath to stop Runald.


“Runald. Sorry, let us talk later. That is enough for today.”


“What? Why?”


“I think I am about to die.”


“What?”


Looking at the horrified Runald, Jaehwan spoke with an expression that was somehow Ouroboros-like.


“Pull my body out in about ten minutes. I am counting on you.”


The last thing he saw was Runald’s pale face, then Jaehwan lost consciousness.


That was how Jaehwan entered his thirty-eighth state of near-death.


A month later, Jaehwan finally reached the end of the open-air bath.


Footnotes:
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He dreamed.


It was a long, magnificent dream.


A dream of a past he had certainly lived through, yet one that did not feel real.


‘Ah...’


The man writhed amid the memories flooding into him.


It was a cruel dream.


The terrible Tower that had appeared in the world where he lived one day. The memories of everything that had happened within it.


The stone that had made countless people return to the past.


People who fled to the past to escape their painful reality.


Companions who had defended the present until the very end, only to break apart helplessly.


“Let’s go, Yoonhwan.”


“Yoonhwan?”


“Don’t tell me... You’re thinking of going back?”


His friend’s voice.


“Go.”


“I’m sorry, Jaehwan.”


“Get out of here. Before I change my mind.”


His last Companion walking alone toward the Ninety-Ninth Floor.


A back he had always been able to trust and follow.


Blood ran through the folds of the cape.


“I’m truly glad you were in this world, Jaehwan.”


Then came the dreadful fall.


The instant his falling body struck the ground, Yoonhwan opened his eyes with a scream.


“Are you all right?”


Someone was gripping his shoulder.


When he raised his head, he saw a familiar face. His memories were confused.


A huge man with a massive axe slung across his back.


Who was this person again? Why was he even here?


“Commander?”


“Looks like you have come back to your senses.”


Kasim the Tyrant, the Fourth Division Commander of the 「Rupture」, stroked his thick beard and smiled.


“The memory restoration ended safely. Congratulations on passing the first gate.”


Memory restoration. Hearing those words brought many things back to him.


Yoonhwan quickly looked around.


Several new recruits of the 「Rupture」, including Yoonhwan, stood inside a rectangular room that resembled a laboratory.


He knew this place.


The Memory Restoration Chamber.


It was a sort of training facility created by the 「Rupture」 for new recruits.


“There are quite a few who go mad during memory restoration, but you are one of the lucky ones. So is your friend beside you.”


When he looked to the side, he saw the woman who had entered the Memory Restoration Chamber with him.


A woman named Han Seoyul. She had joined the 「Rupture」 as a new recruit alongside him.


Yoonhwan now knew who she was. She had been his Companion as they climbed the Tower together for more than ten years.


He tried to say something to her, then closed his mouth again. It did not feel real. Even if his memories had returned, it was not easy to suddenly accept that all of it had truly happened.


“Ah...”


Han Seoyul seemed to be in a similar state. Her cheeks were soaked with tears as she watched Yoonhwan with a complicated expression.


Cruel memories.


Memories that had to be remembered, making it all the more horrifying that they had returned.


The Tower of Nightmares. cultivation. The tutorial. Levels. Statuses...


Yoonhwan recalled what Kasim had told him just before entering the Memory Restoration Chamber.


“You are lucky. The odds of ‘Forced Awakening’ have risen quite a bit lately.”


“Rage toward the world. Hatred for levels and the Interface System. All of that is the source of Awakening.”


Those who failed while clearing the Tower’s tutorial, or souls defeated in the Tower’s Main Game, forgot most of their memories concerning the Tower.


That was why Yoonhwan had come to the Memory Restoration Chamber.


“Memory restoration is an essential course for them. It is a procedure that new recruits who failed while climbing the Tower must go through.”


“So they do not forget their hatred for cultivation.”


Yoonhwan slowly clenched and unclenched his fist.


‘Power is welling up inside me.’


A vitality completely different from levels or statuses was rising within him.


It felt as though he could clear the Tower of Nightmares from his memories several times over.


Yet Kasim did not look especially satisfied as he watched Yoonhwan.


“Still at Stage 1. Well, it is fine. There are ways to get you to Stage 3 somehow.”


“Can I become even stronger here?”


“Stage 1 Awakening can barely be called Awakening. The true power of Awakening only appears after you break through Stage 3.”


Stage 3.


“You will do well. We have recently brought in a new technique from 《Chaos》, so it will not take very long. You will gain the power to take revenge on the bastards who threw you into the Tower.”


“A new technique? What have you brought in this time?”


The words came from a sharp-looking man standing near the entrance to the Memory Restoration Chamber.


Kasim opened his mouth.


“Imai. What brings you here?”


The Third Division Commander of the 「Rupture」, Imai Kazuki, the Formless Swordmaster.


“I heard you had recruited some new soldiers, so I came to take a look.”


“You? A conservative?”


“Even so, I should see the new recruits’ faces, shouldn’t I? I am also a little curious about that damned new technique you brought in.”


Imai barely acknowledged Yoonhwan and Seoyul’s greetings before pressing Kasim again. Kasim shook his head and spoke.


“You seem to have come here already knowing. What is it you want to say?”


“I do not know what kind of technique you made, but another Awakening method does not suit the 「Rupture」. The only way to create true members of the 「Rupture」 is the method used during the Great Disappearance. They kill each other again and again. Only the few talented people who survive to the end become true Awakened Ones. That alone is the true way of Awakening.”


“Imai. That method takes too long and requires too many sacrifices. We cannot increase the number of new recruits if we keep doing things that way.”


“You and I both became Awakened Ones through that method. Are you going to start showing a sense of justice now?”


Kasim could not say anything.


He understood that feeling all too well.


The one who stopped Imai was a woman who threw open the door to the Memory Restoration Chamber’s control room.


“If you have a complaint, apply for a 「Rupture War」, Third Division Commander.”


“And what brings the illustrious Fifth Division Commander here?”


“The Memory Restoration Chamber was originally under my jurisdiction.”


A blonde doctor in a white coat.


She was Mirel, the Fifth Division Commander of the 「Rupture」.


“People like you are why the 「Rupture」 still cannot expand its influence.”


“Do you really think the 「Rupture」 will become stronger if you mindlessly mass-produce Awakened Ones?”


“What grounds do you have for being so certain that my Awakening method is ‘mass-produced’? I wonder whether you even know anything before interfering.”


“Well, it is obvious. You are planning to use the Awakening method created by that so-called ‘God Slayer,’ aren’t you? Throw children into an accelerated-time Tower and make them stab like mad.”


A strange light passed through Mirel’s eyes at Imai’s words.


It seemed he had heard something, at least.


“The Awakening method created by the God Slayer is relatively stable, but there is a problem with obtaining an Unique World. Those who Awaken through that method all receive different Unique Worlds. Some do not receive one at all.”


“I see. They cannot benefit from 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.”


“That is right.”


Yoonhwan, who had listened silently until then, spoke for the first time.


“Excuse me, but may I ask what you mean?”


“What an impudent brat. The Division Commanders are speaking, and you dare interrupt.”


Yoonhwan’s face went pale at Imai’s words.


Mirel spoke as though soothing him.


“Shut up, Imai. He has the right to ask. Kim Yoonhwan, what are you curious about?”


“...”


“It is all right. Please ask.”


Perhaps encouraged by Mirel’s smile, Yoonhwan, who had been hesitating, soon moved his lips softly.


“You said Awakened Ones possess different Unique Worlds...”


“Ordinary Awakened Ones have different Unique Worlds. Is that what you are curious about?”


“Yes.”


“It is understandable that you would be curious if you have only recently joined the Rupture. From your question, it seems you know the basics of Awakening.”


Yoonhwan answered with a flushed face.


“I heard it was a power humanity created to resist the System.”


“You know well. Do you also happen to know exactly what an ‘Unique World’ is?”


Yoonhwan recalled what he had learned during orientation.


“I understand it is a world Awakened Ones who have escaped the System arbitrarily create to maintain their sense of self. I also heard that one can naturally obtain it after becoming a Stage 3 Awakened One...”


“It appears your instructor taught you well.”


Mirel’s gaze briefly turned toward Kasim.


Kasim shrugged. Mirel spoke again.


“That is exactly right. Every Awakened One possesses their own ‘Unique World,’ according to their method of Awakening. That is ordinary ‘Awakening.’”


“When you say ordinary...”


“As you know, our 「Rupture」 is a little different. Awakened Ones who Awaken through the method we created all possess the same ‘Unique World.’ You will be the same.”


Yoonhwan’s expression stiffened slightly at those words.


He had barely escaped the uniform System, only to receive the same Unique World as everyone else?


As if noticing his doubt, Mirel spoke first.


“You are probably wondering this. If every Awakened One can create an ‘Unique World’ through their own power, why must they use the ‘Unique World’ provided by the 「Rupture」?”


“...”


“You may also be thinking this. Does possessing the same Unique World as everyone else not mean being absorbed into another kind of 《System》?”


“I-I was not thinking that far!”


Yoonhwan hurriedly protested.


Mirel laughed softly.


“There is no need to be flustered. Every Division Commander here once had the same doubts.”


“Not me, so leave me out of it.”


“Of course not, Imai. You are an idiot.”


“Hey.”


Ignoring him, Mirel continued.


“I heard you came from World 294, Kim Yoonhwan. Is that right?”


“Yes, that is correct.”


“That works out well. I have been researching books from World 294 lately.”


Now that he thought about it, a small paperback book was tucked beneath Mirel’s arm.


『A Study of Eighth-Grader Syndrome』. It was a book Yoonhwan had never seen before.


“Kim Yoonhwan. Let us think of it this way. You are fifteen years old right now.”


It was an abrupt statement, but Yoonhwan decided to nod for now.


“For some reason, you lose your entire family. You can no longer play the computer games you usually enjoyed, and you can no longer read the comics you liked. To make matters worse, your home is taken away, leaving you without a place to live. Naturally, you become homeless.”


Yoonhwan imagined himself at fifteen, having lost his parents and become homeless.


“The world suddenly becomes an unkind place. Before you have even properly formed your values about the world, it demands that you become an adult. It tells you to act like an adult and behave like one.”


“...”


“Is that all? There are also jackals coveting your labor and the little property you have left. People who force their way into your loneliness in the name of protecting you, hoping to exploit your value as they please.”


The other Division Commanders had begun listening to Mirel’s story as well.


“In that situation, you must fight against the world with the wisdom of a fifteen-year-old. Yet there is one problem. You possess absurdly little information. Your knowledge of the ‘world’ amounts to nothing more than computer games and comics.”


“...”


“What do you think? Could you truly protect yourself well in that situation?”


Yoonhwan thought for a moment, then said, “You mean ordinary Awakened Ones are like fifteen-year-olds.”


“You understand quickly.”


“And you are saying that you can make me different from an ordinary fifteen-year-old.”


Mirel smiled in satisfaction, as though she had not expected him to think that far.


“That is right. We will give you the ‘values’ you need to protect yourself against adults.”


“Are those values the ‘Unique World’ the 「Rupture」 will give me?”


“Yes. We call that world 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.”


“That is a frightening name.”


“Should it not have at least that kind of name if you are going to fight wicked adults?”


It made sense.


“Awakened Ones who have only just obtained an Unique World are mentally more vulnerable than a fifteen-year-old boy. But things change if you can obtain a stable Unique World. You will become a fifteen-year-old more exceptional than anyone else. No adult will ever be able to look down on you.”


For only a moment, those words made Yoonhwan’s chest burn.


Imai, who had listened to the story for quite some time, interrupted.


“What a boring story. So what is this new technique you created?”


“I was just about to show it, so please stop interrupting.”


“You are only prickly with me.”


A short while later, Yoonhwan and Seoyul entered a small dome installed deeper within the Memory Restoration Chamber under Mirel’s guidance.


Before long, the dome’s entrance shut with an ominous sound. Seoyul looked at Yoonhwan with anxious eyes.


Mirel’s voice rang out.


“Do not be afraid. Every Awakened One of the 「Rupture」 has gone through this.”


The surrounding space rippled, and the location changed.


A damp, spacious area was packed with a crowd of people.


Voices came from somewhere. His head spun.


Yoonhwan held a sword.


Was this an illusion? Or was it real?


“Now, fight.”


The moment Mirel’s voice sounded, the swordfight began.


Yoonhwan cried out in alarm and dodged the blade swinging toward him.


It was a familiar face.


When he looked around, he saw many more faces like it.


Before long, Yoonhwan remembered their names. Sakamoto, the science teacher. Hwang Inchan, Sword Panic. Jay, the blacksmith...


They were members who had been with Yoonhwan in the Tower of Nightmares.


“Kill them all.”


A chill ran down his spine.


Only then did Yoonhwan understand where he was.


Kasim had told him before. Most current Rupture members had Awakened during the Great Disappearance seven hundred years ago. The Great Disappearance, where millions of humans killed one another. Countless Sacrifices offered up to mass-produce Awakened Ones.


Screams and groans rang out from all around him.


Watching that scene of utter chaos, Yoonhwan gradually realized it.


That was right.


This place was a recreation of the Great Disappearance from seven hundred years ago.


The only difference was that everyone there was someone from Yoonhwan’s memories.


“If you become the last one standing, you will receive the Rupture’s Unique World, 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. Then you will become a formidable fifteen-year-old capable of fighting against adults.”


Yoonhwan recalled Mirel’s smile as she pushed him into the dome.


Suddenly, goosebumps rose over his skin.


He wanted to say that this was not what he had wanted. He wanted to become stronger, but this was not what he had wanted.


The next moment, Yoonhwan felt a sharp pain in his back.


A damp, sticky liquid soaked his back.


Yoonhwan turned around and shuddered.


There stood the face he had missed so desperately.


“J-Jaehwan.”


A groan escaped him.


The blade dug in deeper.


“Jaehwan...!”


Yoonhwan knew this was an illusion.


His only friend would never stab him.


Yet part of him could not be certain.


Was this truly an illusion?


“Do not worry. You will feel pain, but you do not truly die here even if you die. Everything will simply begin again.”


He had vaguely assumed that would be the case.


Still, Yoonhwan was afraid.


This scenery was an illusion. But...


“Remember this. You cannot leave that place until you become the last one standing.”


Whether this was an illusion or not was not very important.


There was something else that was truly frightening.


At that moment, Yoonhwan realized it.


Whether that Jaehwan was real or not, the instant he killed him, Yoonhwan himself would become something completely different from who he had been.


He had to kill the friend he cherished more than anyone.


Only by killing that friend could he gain the power to take revenge on the world.


Perhaps believing Yoonhwan had already become incapable of fighting after falling, Jaehwan was focused on killing the others.


Amid the people’s screams, Jaehwan’s defenseless back was visible.


Yoonhwan slowly rose to his feet.


As his line of sight rose, Jaehwan’s back became clearer.


It was the back he had trusted and followed so completely. The back of the person he trusted more than anyone.


Countless memories passed through that back.


The terrible memories of the Tower.


The malice that had surged toward his weak self.


Despair and grief.


Rage.


Strength gradually entered the hand holding his sword.


Yoonhwan slowly stepped forward.
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La-Hamad realized that Jaehwan had not come to visit for several weeks. Using the Longevity Clan’s unique calendar, La-Hamad counted the days.


Two months.


Come to think of it, the last two months had been hectic for La-Hamad as well.


Ever since Jaehwan and his Allies had appeared in Mad God’s Forest, Jaehwan had questioned La-Hamad and the other Longevity Clan members whenever he had the chance.


“Does the ‘Mad God’ really exist?”

“Are you the Mad God?”

“Are you Followers of Gestalt?”

“What exactly is Ouroboros?”


Like a child brimming with curiosity about the world, Jaehwan asked them question after question.


Of course, amid all those countless questions, there was only one answer Jaehwan could receive.


Ouroboros.


Every answer began with Ouroboros and ended with Ouroboros.


Then it began again with Ouroboros.


Answers whose causes and effects could not be known. Logic whose causality was as unclear as a snake devouring its own tail. A maxim that could only be fully explained through contradiction.


La-Hamad and the rest of the Longevity Clan could not completely explain Ouroboros either. Ouroboros was not something that could be explained through reason in the first place.


It was a sensation that pierced through one’s entire body in an instant, after countless images, imaginings, intuitions, and realizations.


That was Ouroboros.


La-Hamad had not expected Jaehwan to understand it. Ouroboros was something even Longevity Clan warriors who had repeated Molting for thousands, tens of thousands of years had ultimately failed to reach.


Jaehwan was currently in ‘Purgatory,’ the hottest open-air bath in Mad God’s Forest.


Even a reasonably well-trained Longevity Clan warrior could not endure that place for two full hours.


The very fact that Jaehwan, who had entered Mad God’s Forest only two months ago, had gone inside was close to a miracle.


The more La-Hamad considered it, the more concern began to creep in. Even La-Hamad, a Great Warrior, had difficulty lasting longer than a week in Purgatory.


Jaehwan’s World Force could still be felt, so he probably was not dead.


Jaehwan’s World Force had been stagnant for some time. It neither grew nor weakened, remaining at a steady level.


If it diminished or vanished, La-Hamad intended to rush to Purgatory and pull him out. Yet there had been no change for weeks.


Then a possibility flashed through La-Hamad’s mind.


Could he have completed Molting?


That could not be right. Molting was fundamentally a form of training that could never be completed. It was not training built around an end to begin with.


Then what was this strange feeling?


La-Hamad rose and began walking toward Purgatory. Just then, a young warrior came into view.


The boy whom the Longevity Clan warriors all doted on.


Rumors had spread that he possessed an extraordinary Ouroboros, so there was no one in the Longevity Clan who did not know him now.


La-Hamad raised a hand slightly and called to the boy.


[Greetings.]


Runald happily waved back.


“Ah, Great Warrior-nim!”


The two exchanged greetings. Runald could now speak the Longevity Clan’s language fairly well, so simple communication was no problem.


As La-Hamad looked at Runald’s soul, a thought arose.


A fine soul.


In another ten years, he will become an exceptional warrior.


There were souls like that from time to time. Those with talent overwhelmingly greater than others.


It was not simply a matter of measuring potential. It was difficult to put into words. At most, it could be called Ouroboros-like potential.


“Ah, Jaehwan-nim? I haven’t seen him for the past few weeks either…”


That was Runald’s answer when La-Hamad asked whether he had seen Jaehwan. From his tone, it seemed Runald had not gone near Purgatory recently either.


“We were just heading there ourselves. Would you like to come with us?”


The man walking beside Runald in yellow exfoliating gloves asked.


La-Hamad knew that man’s name as well. He was a scrubber named Karavan.


[Greetings. You are still here?]


“You bet. I scrubbed your back just the other day, didn’t I?”


La-Hamad had seen Vicegerents of the Seven Divine Thrones before. Over the forest’s long history, Vicegerents of the Seven Divine Thrones had occasionally visited to train.


Of course, that had been long ago, and most had given up midway through their training and left…


Runald grabbed La-Hamad’s hand and pulled.


“Come with us, Great Warrior-nim.”


That was how La-Hamad ended up heading toward Purgatory with Runald and Karavan.


Purgatory. A place they could only reach after passing countless open-air baths.


“Wow, it really is hot. We’re still this far from the bath.”

“Why would anyone go in there?”


After walking for some time while listening to their complaints, La-Hamad’s group finally arrived at Purgatory’s entrance.


At Purgatory’s center, Jaehwan floated silently. He sat cross-legged exactly one handspan above the water’s surface without moving in the slightest.


Runald muttered in shock.


“Huh? When did he learn a flight-type Setting?”


Karavan watched Jaehwan with suspicious eyes as well.


La-Hamad directly perceived Jaehwan’s soul with deeply sunken eyes.


It is not a Setting.


La-Hamad observed the graceful movement of the World Force enveloping Jaehwan’s body.


Flying through the air using World Force was not particularly difficult. One could use its repulsion against the ground. Yet sustaining flight through pure World Force alone, and remaining completely still in midair as Jaehwan was doing now, was no easy task.


It was impossible without achieving harmony between the world and the soul.


La-Hamad also used World Force to float into the air.


Runald and Karavan’s eyes widened at the sight of La-Hamad quietly hovering.


After giving them a brief glance, La-Hamad slowly approached Jaehwan.


The World Force Jaehwan gave off appeared to be a little over five hundred million by the gods’ standards of measurement. That alone was an astounding figure, but in the 《Abyss》, it was not difficult to find gods with stronger World Force.


Yet the soul La-Hamad saw in Jaehwan was beyond the level of simply discussing whether his World Force had grown.


Dazzling light flowed from Jaehwan’s naked body.


It was the light of a noble soul that had relentlessly abused itself and repeated countless Moltings.


La-Hamad said in admiration.


“You take off your Clothes remarkably quickly. No one has ever shed their Clothes as quickly as you.”


La-Hamad did not know the meaning of praise. In all the years before this, the only one La-Hamad had said anything resembling praise to was a Dream Demon who had visited the 《Great Forest》 nine hundred years ago.


Yet Jaehwan’s achievement now surpassed even that Dream Demon’s.


Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes and looked at La-Hamad.


For a moment, a strange tension seemed to flow between them. Then that tension turned into sparks.


Jaehwan said, “Let’s have a fight.”


[You are not my match.]


Jaehwan moved without hesitation.


His fist curled in the air rushed toward La-Hamad, sending up a spray of water.


Kwoooooong!


When their World Forces collided in midair, the waters of Purgatory scattered in every direction. A storm of World Force swept through the open-air bath with a thunderous roar.


Caught in the sudden calamity, Runald and Karavan paled and retreated.


Warriors began approaching Purgatory, apparently having sensed the powerful collision of World Force.


[You are still inexperienced.]


La-Hamad rapidly swept a hand through the air, neutralizing Jaehwan’s World Force. The wave of fierce World Force was being subdued by softness. La-Hamad’s release of World Force was astonishingly supple.


The World Force raised by La-Hamad easily seized control of every direction around them, then shook the entire open-air bath as it charged at Jaehwan from all sides.


“Jaehwan-nim, dodge!”


Two billion, three billion, four billion…


Waves of World Force that rose without end shot at Jaehwan as though they would crush his entire body. It was power that the Jaehwan of the past could not have withstood.


Yet Jaehwan did not retreat.


It was not stubbornness or pride. He simply did not retreat because he was confident he could take it.


At the moment of impact, Runald saw Jaehwan’s eyes become covered in a golden torrent.


Kwoooooong!


Water from the open-air bath surged toward the sky as though a waterfall were flowing in reverse. It could not withstand the pressure of the World Force descending in a solid mass.


With help from the warriors, Runald barely escaped Purgatory’s heat.


The ground touched by that heat blackened and burned.


“Jaehwan-nim!”


Runald anxiously looked around the open-air bath. Jaehwan and La-Hamad were hidden behind the barrage of water.


A moment later, the water that had shot into the sky fell back to the ground.


Two figures appeared through the hazy steam.


“Ooh!”


The Longevity Clan warriors let out cries of admiration.


Runald stared with his mouth hanging open as well.


Jaehwan stood calmly in place, while La-Hamad staggered a short distance away. Anyone could see that La-Hamad seemed to have come out worse.


It was unbelievable. Great Warrior La-Hamad had been pushed back?


Runald asked Karavan, “Did Jaehwan-nim win?”


“Looks that way.”


“How? Great Warrior-nim had more World Force.”


“At the last moment, Jaehwan’s World Force surged too. It came close to matching the Great Warrior’s.”


A small bead of silver gathered on La-Hamad’s lips.


La-Hamad wiped it away in midair and spoke.


“Not bad.”


Jaehwan tilted his head. The voice he had just heard had not been in the Longevity Clan’s language.


“You can speak normally too?”


[It seems you have realized Ouroboros.]


“Is this what you call Ouroboros?”


[There are many kinds of Ouroboros.]


Jaehwan wore an expression that said, Here we go again.


“It is time to stop speaking in riddles.”


Jaehwan launched another attack as he continued.


“I would like you to tell me by now. What exactly are you Longevity Clan members, and why are you here?”


Catching Jaehwan’s straight punch, La-Hamad replied.


[You still know only how to ask questions.]


Jaehwan gave a bitter smile.


“You are going to answer Ouroboros anyway, but I asked one last time just in case.”


[Ouroboros.]


Several explosions rang out through the air once more. The thunderous sound was like enormous missiles exploding against each other. Once the explosions ceased, the fight settled into another lull.


Jaehwan spoke again.


“If you will not tell me, I will tell you myself. You do not mind that, do you?”


[…?]


“I am saying I will tell you what I have deduced on my own. Whether you answer is up to you.”


Jaehwan slightly raised both hands, as though he had no intention of fighting anymore. Before La-Hamad could say anything, Jaehwan continued.


“I do not know if you are aware, but I went to the end of this Purgatory a week ago.”


“…”


“There was no ‘Mad God’ there. There was only a short song and a single painting.”


At the end of the open-air bath.


What Jaehwan had found at Purgatory’s terminus was one painting and a verse shaped like song lyrics.


More precisely, it was a painting of a giant snake devouring its own tail, with lyrics written upon it.


Poor Naked God

Where the god has gone,

Only abandoned Clothes remain in abundance


The instant Jaehwan read the lyrics, he realized they were hidden verses from the Naked Song.


And Jaehwan knew who the Naked One in that song was.


This is a song of Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods.


Perhaps the Naked Song had turned the story from the time Gestalt truly lived into lyrics.


Jaehwan turned the words over in his mind and quietly watched the snake surrounding those lyrics.


How long had he stood there?


A violent realization shook Jaehwan’s entire soul.


…


It felt as though a small galaxy had passed straight through his mind. With that sensation, Jaehwan understood one small secret of Ouroboros.


He also understood why the Longevity Clan used the word Ouroboros in place of every answer.


At the end of that understanding, La-Hamad spoke.


[Then you know everything now.]


The voice sounded somehow sad.


When had they arrived? The entire Longevity Clan had gathered at Purgatory.


They stared at Jaehwan with the eyes of prisoners awaiting their final sentence.


Jaehwan looked at them and said, “You once said that you are Gestalt, while also not Gestalt.”


More precisely, that was how the word Ouroboros had been translated.


“You also once said this. ‘We, Gestalt, do not believe in gods.’”


La-Hamad remained silently quiet.


“Come to think of it, that is a very strange thing to say. You possess Gestalt’s Setting, and you even treasure Molting, which seems to be Gestalt’s exclusive possession. Yet you are not Followers of Gestalt, and you do not even believe in gods.”


Runald and Karavan’s expressions changed strangely as they listened.


They had realized it too.


There was a name in this 《Abyss》 for those who did not believe in gods.


Jaehwan quietly studied the Longevity Clan members.


At a glance, they all looked so alike that it was difficult to distinguish them. Their appearances resembled one person split into many.


“You are gods. All of you are gods with the same name.”


Heavy silence settled over the area.


Runald and Karavan’s bodies trembled faintly. They already knew what Jaehwan was about to say.


A being so frightening that its name did not need to be spoken. An ancient god deeply imprinted as the 《Abyss》’s long-standing terror.


Runald murmured in a trembling voice.


“A-Are you truly ‘Gestalt’? Great Warrior-nim, and all the other warriors too…?”


As Runald looked at the countless heads moving as one, a god who was one and yet many, he looked nearly ready to faint.


La-Hamad answered.


[Ouroboros.]


As though interpreting those words, Jaehwan added, “They are certainly Gestalt. But at the same time, they are not Gestalt.”


Runald and Karavan looked even more confused. First he said they were Gestalt, then he said they were not Gestalt. What was that supposed to mean?


That was when one of the warriors spoke.


Poor Naked God

Where the god has gone,

Only abandoned Clothes remain in abundance


The song had no rise or fall, and little rhythm. Yet the rough gaps woven into it made the voice strangely evocative. Its alluring sound seemed to continue without end, one phrase following another as though it might break at any moment.


Why was it?


As they listened, Runald and Karavan pictured a giant snake.


A snake so consumed by terrible loneliness that it gnawed at its own tail.


And countless shed skins breaking away from the snake’s tail.


“Ah.”


“My god. Could it be?”


At the same time, Runald and Karavan reached the same understanding.


That was right. In a sense, Ouroboros was a word that suited them perfectly.


Because Ouroboros itself was their tragedy.


Jaehwan calmly looked at La-Hamad and said, “You are the ‘Clothes’ shed by Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods.”
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It was a story from long ago.


An age with no words for “I” or “you,” and therefore no conflict or competition. An age in which there was not even such a thing as “existence.”


The beginning of time, when all gods and souls lived naked within a single Worldview.


One day, the concept of “Clothes” appeared in the world.


No one knew who first invented Clothes, or who first wore them.


All that was known was that Clothes appeared in the world, and the world called them Clothes.


“What are Clothes?”


According to a dictionary published in a small country of World 294, the definition of clothes was as follows.


“An item made from cloth or similar material and worn to cover or protect the body.”


Long ago, the 《Abyss》 also possessed a concept of clothes basically similar to that of World 294.


Yet a few Ancient Gods knew that Clothes were not such a simple concept. They understood that wearing Clothes was not simply about protecting the body.


According to ancient records, some gods of that era made the following claim.


“All ‘existence’ began with Clothes.”


Of course, that statement had a flaw. Concepts such as “life” and “soul” had existed even before Clothes were created.


Yet “existence,” as used here, was not synonymous with “life” or “soul.”


“Existence is one who can explain ‘I’ as ‘I.’”


Making Clothes and wearing them.


Protecting oneself from the world, and distinguishing oneself from it.


It meant finally recognizing oneself as a complete individual, separate from the world.


Only then did Clothes appear in the world, and every soul began to call itself “I.”


* * *


“I do not understand what any of you are suddenly talking about. The clothes I know are just things you put on and take off.”


Runald muttered in confusion as he listened to La-Hamad’s story.


It was only natural. They had clearly been talking about Gestalt, yet suddenly they were throwing around grand ideas like Clothes, existence, and the world.


Karavan stepped in to save the conversation.


“I’ll explain it simply.”


“You, Karavan-nim?”


Karavan cleared his throat at Runald’s suspicious look and began.


“Tell me what I look like right now.”


“A naked... pervert?”


Karavan’s lips twitched. Then he shook the scrubbing mitt clenched in his hand.


“You know what this is, right?”


“A scrubbing mitt.”


“You could say this mitt is a kind of clothing too, couldn’t you?”


“I suppose?”


When Runald nodded, Karavan put the mitts on both hands.


“What do I look like now?”


Runald wore an odd expression as he looked at Karavan, naked except for scrubbing mitts on both hands.


Karavan added with a serious face, “Don’t think about it too hard.”


“A bath scrubber?”


“Right, exactly.”


“What do you mean, exactly?”


“When you wear scrubbing mitts, you look like a bath scrubber. That is what the Longevity Clan is talking about.”


Runald immediately understood what that meant.


Someone wearing scrubbing mitts looked like a bath scrubber. Someone dressed like a beggar looked like a beggar. Depending on what Clothes a soul wore, it could be perceived as an entirely different existence.


It was not that difficult a concept. If anything, it was simple.


“Does that mean what we wear defines what kind of person we are?”


“Oh, you catch on fast.”


Karavan smiled as if he were proud.


Runald, though, still looked dissatisfied.


“That sounds like weak logic. There could be a prince dressed like a beggar, or a beggar wearing a suit.”


“Uh, well...”


Karavan trailed off with an awkward expression.


Runald continued.


“Likewise, there can be a naked pervert or a pervert wearing only scrubbing mitts. Yet in either case, this person’s true nature is still that of a ‘pervert.’”


A few Longevity Clan members let out Ouroboros-like laughter at Runald’s comparison.


Karavan glared, about to object, but Runald quickly settled the matter.


“Anyway, if that is how it works, then the claim that Clothes define existence is completely wrong, isn’t it?”


Karavan had hoped to brush past it, but Runald was smarter than expected.


More than that, Karavan did not fully understand Clothes either.


Runald continued.


“Also, if we follow that logic, then what are we naked people? Are we not any kind of ‘existence’ at all?”


“That is not what it means.”


Jaehwan answered the question.


Runald turned to him.


“Then what does it mean?”


“We are not naked right now.”


“What?”


“All existences wear Clothes.”


“But we are not wearing anything...”


Runald’s pupils shook. Judging by his slightly parted lips, he seemed to be starting to realize something.


Just as Jaehwan was about to speak again, Runald hurriedly interrupted him.


“W-Wait. I think I understand something.”


Runald tried several times to put his realization into words. Yet nothing came to him.


The realization itself was clear, but Runald’s vocabulary was too crude to explain its full scope.


So Runald decided to return step by step to where this topic had begun.


Why had they suddenly started talking about Clothes?


The memory immediately returned.


Right. They had been talking about the Longevity Clan and Gestalt.


“You are the ‘Clothes’ shed by Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods.”


Everything had begun with Jaehwan’s words.


Then the clue had to be in those words as well.


Runald began to think hard, trying to find the answer himself.


Watching him, Karavan glanced at La-Hamad and said, “Why don’t you continue your story first? What was it about Clothes again?”


* * *


Clothes were existence.


Clothes were the self.


Clothes were...


The word “Clothes” could be explained in countless ways.


The gods did not particularly care to define exactly what Clothes meant. What interested them was not the concept of Clothes itself, but the events that came with their appearance.


Those who wore Clothes and distinguished themselves from the world had appeared.


That meant this world was no longer “one.”


Those who called themselves “I” did not hesitate to express themselves through the newly invented emotions.


They said:


“I believe in you.”


“I trust you.”


“I love you.”


Belief. Trust. Love.


Words that only “existences” could use.


Once they became “I,” existences began to believe in, trust, or love specific gods according to their own will. As a result, preference came into being.


The appearance of preference suddenly put the gods to the test.


Gods chosen by souls gained stronger World Force.


Gods abandoned by souls naturally began walking the path toward extinction.


Extinction.


For gods who had enjoyed eternal life as a matter of course, the fear of extinction was threatening.


It was only natural that some gods built worlds of their own and declared independence. The gods struggled to make more existences believe in them, and competition was inevitable in the process.


More Followers. More World Force.


The gods could no longer coexist as they once had.


That was how the Holy War that had continued in the 《Abyss》 for hundreds of thousands of years began.


* * *


“You are saying the world ended up like this just because of Clothes?”


[That is right.]


Karavan laughed emptily at La-Hamad’s answer. Even to him, the history before 《Big Brother》 was unfamiliar. Ignis, one of the Seven Divine Thrones, had never told him stories like this.


“For the world to turn against itself for such a reason... What the hell were those Ancient Gods...”


[You cannot blame the gods. They had no choice but to make those decisions if they wished to survive.]


“That is true, but...”


[Once all gods came to possess different worlds, the concept of “diversity” was also born. That, too, had not existed before.]


“But because of that, war began, and souls started pointing swords at each other. Simply because they had different Worldviews.”


[That is also an undeniable fact.]


Karavan thought it was an extremely difficult question.


The world had changed with the creation of Clothes.


Every existence became an “I,” able to believe in and love someone. That was not entirely a bad thing.


At the same time, though, existences learned how to dislike and hate someone. They even became capable of killing someone.


All of it happened because of Clothes.


Karavan compared the worlds before and after the birth of Clothes.


Was it right for everyone to share one Worldview, while losing the “I” they possessed as existences?


Or was it right for everyone to possess different Worldviews, while living in a world where existences killed one another?


It was a grueling choice between two answers.


“It is right for everyone to have diverse Worldviews, while no one kills each other.”


It was Jaehwan who spoke.


“Right. I know that too. That is the obvious answer.”


Even as he said that, Karavan felt cold deep in his chest.


The truth was, he had not thought of that “obvious answer.”


Because it was an impossible answer.


Existences with different Worldviews were bound to become enemies.


There was no need to prove it with logic. The history of the 《Abyss》 had already proven it.


Nor was it a story limited to the Abyss.


In every world, differences inevitably brought discord. Wars continued because of the desire to make one another the same.


“Were there no gods who tried to stop the war?”


La-Hamad answered Jaehwan’s question.


[Of course there were. A god who realized the true meaning of Clothes and gained the power to rule this world through them. A god born human who rose to the divine throne by transcending their inborn Clothes. A god who gained a power beyond Clothes by removing them completely.]


Jaehwan had little trouble guessing who they were.


“So those were the Three Ancient Gods.”


The Three Ancient Gods.


Beings who rose from human souls to the positions of gods.


Gods who had been born through Clothes, and therefore were more sensitive to the concept of Clothes than any other god.


They could grow stronger than other gods through Clothes, and they were distinguished by their different answers to the same question.


“What are Clothes?”


Deus, one of the Three Ancient Gods, answered that question as follows.


“Clothes are fortresses.”


Deus was the first to realize that Clothes could become powerful protective gear that defended the self from other worlds.


Deus collected and analyzed countless Clothes. As a result, Deus created the “strongest Clothes,” which nothing could destroy.


That was the origin of Deus Ex Machina, one of the Three Divine Artifacts and later called the strongest Part.


Another of the Three Ancient Gods gave a different answer to the same question.


“Clothes are contagion.”


That was Catastrophe’s answer.


Catastrophe was the first to realize that existences were naturally influenced by one another and tended to wear similar Clothes.


Using that quality of Clothes, Catastrophe created an astonishing Part that forcibly increased the number of Followers. It was one of the Three Divine Artifacts, the Void Sword.


This incredible Part turned every existence touched by its blade into a Deadman. It had begun with that very idea.


Finally, there was a god who gave the strangest answer to the question, “What are Clothes?”


“Clothes are something to be taken off.”


That god was Gestalt, the “Naked God,” one of the Three Ancient Gods and creator of the 「Naked」 Setting.


Deus, who developed powerful Clothes and hid within a solid shell.


Catastrophe, who infected countless souls and expanded their world.


Gestalt, who wandered naked through the Abyss, belonging nowhere.


One day, the Three Ancient Gods, whom everyone unhesitatingly named as the strongest, answered the pleas of other gods begging them to end the tiresome war.


They gathered at the Site now known as the 《Great Forest》 and spoke.


How could they end this war?


The Three Ancient Gods each gave a different opinion on the shared question.


Deus claimed everyone should wear the Clothes Deus had made.


Gestalt claimed everyone should take off their Clothes.


Catastrophe claimed everyone should become Catastrophe’s Followers.


Their opinions split.


The gods each drew their weapons.


All of that had happened 210,000 years ago.
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Karavan, who had listened to the story up to that point, spoke.


“So that was the beginning of the Three God War.”


[It was.]


“I know a little about what happened after that. 《Big Brother》 appeared right after that war, after all.”


Jaehwan silently listened to Karavan and La-Hamad’s story.


From the flow of the conversation, the gist was that the Three Ancient Gods had been annihilated in the Three God War 210,000 years ago, and 《Big Brother》 had become the master of the 《Abyss》.


La-Hamad spoke.


[We separated from Gestalt at that time. More precisely, it would be better to say that we were stripped away.]


That was when Runald, who had been quiet until then, cried out.


“Argh, I still do not understand!”


“Understand what?”


“What are Clothes, anyway? And what does it mean to wear Clothes even though you are naked?”


“You were still thinking about that?”


Karavan muttered as if Runald were pathetic.


“I do not really understand it, but it feels like something incredibly important!”


Jaehwan nodded in agreement with Runald.


“Runald is right. If we do not understand that, we cannot understand why the Longevity Clan became what they are now.”


“Exactly! That is what I have been saying!”


A god and his Follower truly were in sync. Watching the two of them, Karavan’s lips twitched with displeasure.


Runald turned to Jaehwan.


“What exactly are Clothes? Could you define it more simply?”


“Defining it would make it meaningless.”


Of course, it could be roughly explained through words such as ego or personality. Still, that would only be a crude translation. No matter how it was explained, part of its meaning would be lost.


Runald nodded as if he vaguely understood.


“Then I will change the question. You said earlier that the Clothes we wear determine our existence.”


Karavan cut in.


“You mean that thing about looking like you are back scrubbing when you wear a back scrubbing mitt?”


“Yes. I understand that the ‘Clothes’ Jaehwan-nim and the Great Warrior are talking about do not simply mean physical objects. But the more I think about it, the less I understand. For example.”


Runald paused for a beat before continuing.


“Just because Jaehwan-nim is holding a sword does not mean he is a swordsman. Jaehwan-nim could cook with that sword, or commit robbery with it. In that case, is Jaehwan-nim a swordsman, a cook, or a robber? If Clothes truly determine existence, how can that be explained?”


[What an interesting Ouroboros.]


Runald’s eyes widened.


“Pardon?”


La-Hamad continued.


[You are correct. How could a single set of Clothes determine one’s existence?]


La-Hamad’s words completely contradicted the logic that had been laid out so far, and Runald was briefly left speechless.


After a pause, La-Hamad spoke again.


[Even so, Clothes determine existence.]


“What does that mean? Are you playing with words?”


Runald could already guess where this conversation was heading. This person would say something cryptic again, then mutter “Ouroboros” at the end.


A moment later, Runald realized that his prediction had been wrong. La-Hamad looked at him and made a declaration.


[You are a naked boy.]


Slightly bewildered, Runald accepted the statement.


“Yes. I am a naked boy.”


[At the same time, you are Jaehwan’s Follower.]


“A kind and faithful Follower.”


[You are also the friend of the prisoner, Karavan.]


“What nonsense is that? How am I friends with this little brat? I am far older than him!”


La-Hamad continued.


[And you are also the Longevity Clan’s great Ouroboros.]


“That is a little…”


[And you are…]


La-Hamad continued speaking.


It was a list of relationships whose meanings Runald could not understand.


When had Runald, who had steadily answered back, fallen silent?


When had La-Hamad stopped speaking?


When Runald suddenly came to his senses, a thrilling sensation filled his mind.


He muttered in a hollow voice.


“My God. I see. Why did I not know something so obvious?”


Why a prince could still be a prince even when dressed as a beggar.


Why Jaehwan could be a swordsman, a cook, and a robber when he held a sword.


Why no one could become “completely” naked.


Why La-Hamad had listed so many relationships.


As though a view hidden behind dark fog had cleared away, light began to enter Runald’s mind.


“We do not wear only one set of Clothes.”


La-Hamad nodded.


Only then did Runald feel as though he was beginning to understand what Clothes were.


Clothes were not ego or personality. Even so, Clothes were a crucial element that made up a person.


To put it somewhat broadly…


“We are beings made up of countless sets of Clothes.”


Runald looked as though he had received a divine answer after a long Prayer.


La-Hamad did not respond.


La-Hamad only quietly murmured, “Ouroboros.”


“Then what it means to be Gestalt’s ‘Clothes’…”


“It means exactly that. They are Gestalt itself, split into countless pieces.”


La-Hamad looked at Jaehwan with an unreadable expression.


At last understanding everything, Runald’s lips trembled as he failed to hide his shock. That was why they were Gestalt, yet not Gestalt at the same time.


Jaehwan spoke.


“La-Hamad. Why did Gestalt disappear after stripping all of you away?”


[That is…]


“Does it have something to do with Gestalt’s Part?”


Even while listening to the long story, Jaehwan had not overlooked one important fact.


There was one thing La-Hamad had not mentioned during the lengthy history of the Abyss. The final Part of the Three Ancient Gods, never explained even when Deus’s Deus Ex Machina and Catastrophe’s Void Sword had been mentioned.


Jaehwan now understood why Andersen had sent him here.


Two months ago, he had lost to Maiad, who possessed Deus Ex Machina. In the 《Abyss》, only the Three Divine Artifacts could stand against the Three Divine Artifacts.


[You always exceed expectations. Yes. We became like this because of 「Gestalt’s Eye」.]


The last Part of the Three Divine Artifacts, 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


Jaehwan realized that the end of this long philosophical exchange was finally in sight.


Then La-Hamad spoke.


[This time, I will ask the question.]


La-Hamad’s words felt unfamiliar to Jaehwan. Jaehwan had always been the one asking questions.


When Jaehwan nodded, La-Hamad asked,


[What do you think Molting is?]


Jaehwan could not answer. Molting was one of the things he still did not understand. He had come to somewhat understand what Clothes were and what Ouroboros meant, but he could not grasp the meaning of Molting.


“Is it not literally taking off Clothes? It could also be called dividing one’s existence.”


Jaehwan remembered the voices he heard within himself whenever he successfully performed Clothes Shedding. They were the voices of countless sets of Clothes dwelling inside him.


La-Hamad continued questioning him.


[Then do you know why we practice Molting?]


Jaehwan thought about it.


The reason for Molting. If he had to find one, it was to increase World Force, but that could not be the answer.


[You still do not understand. Let me ask this instead. Why does World Force rise when one Molts?]


Why did World Force rise through Molting?


It was a question Jaehwan had never found an answer to.


If Clothes truly were part of one’s existence, as La-Hamad had said, then Molting, the act of shedding Clothes, should reduce World Force rather than increase it. Dividing one’s existence should not raise World Force.


As though noticing Jaehwan’s deep thought, La-Hamad said,


[The answer is this. Molting does not increase World Force.]


“What do you mean?”


[To put it in your terms, Molting is nothing more than dividing one’s existence.]


“Then why does World Force increase?”


[There are only two ways to increase World Force in the 《Abyss》. Kill other gods and take their World Force, or gain Followers who believe in you. There are no exceptions.]


It made no sense. If those were the only two ways to increase World Force, how could Jaehwan’s World Force have increased through Molting?


That was not his only question.


“If that is truly all there is to it, then how did you, how did Gestalt become so strong?”


Jaehwan remembered his conversation with Andersen long ago.


The song of the Naked God who killed no one.


If that song was true, Gestalt was not the type to kill gods and take their World Force.


“Did Gestalt gain World Force through Followers?”


La-Hamad did not answer Jaehwan’s question immediately.


Instead, La-Hamad and the Longevity Clan began singing a short song.


The lonely Naked God

Without even a single friend

Without even a single Follower


The lyrics were like a requiem, but La-Hamad and the Longevity Clan’s voices were incomparably clear. Perhaps because of that, the discord between the lyrics and their voices had something truly Ouroboros-like about it. They seemed to be trying to tell Jaehwan something through that contradiction.


Yet Jaehwan only grew more confused.


“Without Followers too?”


[Belief can exist even without Followers.]


At that moment, something flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


Every god received Belief from their Followers and increased their World Force.


And Belief could only be received from another.


A pure emotion given by a being unrelated to oneself.


That was why Belief held noble value.


Then what was another?


Simple.


A being that was not “me.”


Jaehwan looked at La-Hamad with bewildered eyes.


La-Hamad was smiling sadly.


There could be no sadder smile.


Gestalt. A god who took no one’s world and forced no world upon anyone.


How could such a god increase World Force?


Jaehwan now knew the answer.


How could anyone be more cruel to themselves than this?


For a long time, Jaehwan looked at each member of the Longevity Clan. They resembled one another, yet were clearly different beings. He considered the vast ages it must have taken for those who had once been one to become complete others.


“Gestalt split itself apart and made itself into its own Followers.”


The loneliest faith in the world.


A way to grow stronger without harming anyone or taking anyone in.


This was the secret of Molting that Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods, had hidden for so long.
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Runald and Karavan, who had been listening to the story, looked thoroughly confused.


“So... you mean believing in oneself?”


“Not quite.”


Dividing oneself, becoming one’s own Follower, then supplying oneself with Belief. Of all the Allies, only Jaehwan could even begin to imagine such a thing.


His expression stiffened slightly as he looked down at his own hand and remembered the voices he had heard whenever he successfully performed Clothes Shedding.


Could those Clothes also be beings that had split off from within him? Like the Longevity Clan, could they be somewhere out there, sending their Belief to him?


Jaehwan began to wonder if he had done something he never should have done.


La-Hamad opened their mouth.


[Do not worry. You will not become like us.]


Their voice was gentle, as though trying to reassure Jaehwan.


[As you have likely guessed, Molting does not divide the soul form itself. It only differentiates internally. A soul form divides only when one sheds too many Clothes and loses anything that could be called the “main body.”]


La-Hamad continued.


[The number of Clothes gradually increases as time passes and experience accumulates. But Gestalt underwent Clothes Shedding more times than their lifetime should have allowed. The speed of “Molting” surpassed the speed of “time.”]


After saying that, La-Hamad paused and looked around. Countless members of the Longevity Clan were watching.


[Our clan was once far more numerous than it is now.]


For a moment, La-Hamad seemed to be remembering the vanished beings who had once been Gestalt.


Jaehwan asked, “Why did Gestalt have to shed so many Clothes?”


[Because of the Three God War.]


It was the answer he had expected, yet hearing it did not make it feel real.


Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods, had likely lived for at least hundreds of thousands of years. Perhaps more than a million. Even if the number of Clothes merely increased in proportion to time, Gestalt must have possessed an enormous amount of them.


Yet Gestalt had needed to shed all those Clothes to increase their World Force. That meant they had been in just that much danger. Their enemy had been strong enough that Gestalt had accepted even the disappearance of their main body.


Karavan muttered, “The other Three Ancient Gods must have been incredibly strong.”


La-Hamad strangely tilted their head from side to side, their eyes seeming to ask what Karavan meant.


“Did you not say you became like this while fighting Deus and Catastrophe? You said there had been a Three God War earlier...”


[The Three God War was not a war between the Three Ancient Gods.]


The Allies doubted their ears.


What was that supposed to mean?


Then who had they fought for an entire Site to be wiped away?


[It seems the wrong story is still being passed around. That dream demon from nine hundred years ago believed the same thing.]


The dream demon from nine hundred years ago.


Jaehwan asked, “Do you mean Mulack Armelt?”


La-Hamad nodded, as though they had expected the question.


[I can sense the presence of the “Clothes” that dream demon wore from you.]


The “Clothes” worn by the dream demon likely meant the Record of the Abyss Mulack had left behind.


“Why did that person come here?”


[If you wear the dream demon’s Clothes, you should possess their memories.]


“The memories were incomplete.”


La-Hamad looked at Jaehwan as if that explained it, then spoke.


[They were the first outsider to reach the end of Purgatory. They took 「Gestalt’s Eye」 from this place.]


Jaehwan stopped with his mouth slightly open.


He had expected that Mulack had visited this place. Yet he had not known what Mulack had taken from it.


“That dream demon took 「Gestalt’s Eye」?”


Runald and Karavan looked shocked as well. Runald, who had nearly cried out, stared ahead with empty eyes.


[Yes. Why are you surprised?]


La-Hamad asked, but no one answered. Then La-Hamad seemed to realize something and smiled faintly.


[I see. You came here to obtain 「Gestalt’s Eye」.]


Runald hurriedly shook his head, trying to say something. He was worried their obvious reaction had offended La-Hamad.


Still, denying it now would have been ridiculous.


Jaehwan answered, “Yes.”


Even at his frank admission, La-Hamad did not seem particularly displeased.


[Then there is no need to be discouraged.]


“What do you mean?”


[You have already obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」.]


“Me?”


[It appears you still do not understand.]


La-Hamad curled a finger and continued.


[Anyone who realizes “Ouroboros” can use 「Gestalt’s Eye」.]


His body certainly felt lighter than before, and his World Force had risen.


Still, that alone did not make Jaehwan feel as though he had obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


He released his World Force and examined his Unique World. The scenery remained barren and dark. Nothing had changed.


La-Hamad appeared able to see that Unique World as well. They followed Jaehwan’s gaze with a relaxed expression and spoke.


[You think nothing has changed. That is understandable. Nothing has actually changed.]


“What kind of wordplay is this now?”


[For reasons I do not know, you already possessed 「Gestalt’s Eye」. You simply did not know how to use it.]


With those words, La-Hamad quietly raised their head.


A deep night sky appeared through the dense forest of black leaves. At the center of that sky was a massive eye.


For an instant, Jaehwan felt as though everything below his waist had vanished.


[You can see the “eye” up there.]


No way.


[Then you already know. Only an “eye” can see an “eye.”]


A shudder passed through Jaehwan’s entire body and spread through every capillary. Something was awakening inside him.


[Open your eyes. Now you can “see.”]


White light leaked from Jaehwan’s left eye.


A strange pattern rotated in a circle over his iris.


Looking closer, the pattern was not a simple circle.


A serpent biting its own tail.


Ouroboros.


Facing that endless circle, La-Hamad cried out in an excited voice.


[That eye is the eye that sees all the “Clothes” in the world. It is 「Gestalt’s Eye」, which destroys every rule and illusion.]


Everything Jaehwan had done until now, the shedding of Clothes and the Zen questions and answers, had all been preparation for realizing 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


As a test, Jaehwan looked within himself through 「Gestalt’s Eye」. A familiar voice then came from somewhere.


“What is it? Why are you looking at me?”


“Are you going to strip us whenever you feel like it now?”


At the same time, his World Force surged to more than twice its previous amount. Terrifying waves of World Force rolled from his entire body.


His Clothes were supplying him with World Force through their Belief.


This was the power of 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


Now, whenever Jaehwan wished, he could perform Clothes Shedding and amplify his World Force. As long as he did not run out of Clothes, he would no longer have to worry about World Force.


When he raised his head, La-Hamad was smiling with satisfaction.


[You likely still have many questions. But I will tell you no more. You will find the answers yourself.]


Jaehwan did not ask what that meant.


La-Hamad was right.


Through 「Gestalt’s Eye」, Jaehwan began to look into the “Clothes” Mulack had left behind, the Record of the Abyss.


Then the Clothes began telling him a story.


The story of a dream demon who climbed the Tree of Illusion to prevent cultivation.


It was a story from the past, containing long, tedious despair, distant and faint sorrow, and hope that was everywhere yet could never be reached.


Jaehwan listened to the Clothes’ story for a long time.


For a very long time.


* * *


In the silent darkness, cries could sometimes be heard.


Every soul in 《Chaos》 knew what those cries were.


They were the cries of the Deadmans.


Kreeeeek!


Today, though, the cries sounded a little strange.


They carried an oddly pained note.


Something twisted in the darkness, then burst with a pop. The Deadmans’ cries could no longer be heard.


[How boring.]


When the darkness spoke, every Deadman hiding in the shadows shrank back.


How boring.


The Sole King Catastrophe, master of the 《Palace of the Dead》, found it deeply unfamiliar to hear those words come from their own mouth. They could not even remember how long it had been since they had felt such an emotion.


Was it because of that one?


Catastrophe had a vague idea why they had recently begun feeling such human emotions.


It was likely because of the link they had recently shared.


Those connected by a link unconsciously shared small portions of each other’s feelings.


Unlike Catastrophe, whose emotions had dried away, the human connected to them held many emotions.


That arrogant human.


Catastrophe looked at the enormous summoning circle drawn within the darkness. It had not existed a few months ago. Originally, that summoning circle had been located not in the 《Palace of the Dead》, but in the Palace of Rebirth.


Catastrophe still remembered the voice of the shameless human who had proposed installing it.


“Kill every one of those summoned here. That is the condition of my deal.”


That “shameless human” was, of course, Jaehwan.


Thinking about it now, Catastrophe could not understand why they had accepted such a proposal.


Well, it had certainly made things less boring.


There was undeniable enjoyment in killing the Lords summoned from the 《Great Realm》 like ants. Their numbers were also abundant enough to serve as entertainment.


Because of the Lord Massacre Jaehwan had committed before leaving 《Chaos》, the 《Great Realm》 was currently shrouded in the atmosphere of war.


When the power of the Ninth Zone ruled by Darkness weakened, the other Lords began tearing at the Ninth Zone like hyenas.


For a while, Catastrophe had immersed themself in the enjoyment of tearing apart every Lord who arrived. Yet that only lasted so long. Not a single Lord had been summoned in the past few weeks.


Catastrophe did not know the exact reason, but one of their few pleasures had disappeared.


Come to think of it, quite some time had passed since the link with that human had been severed.


For once, Catastrophe recalled that irritating human’s face and silently gazed upward into the empty air.


It had already been three months since the link with Jaehwan was cut.


They had felt something snap, then immediately thought, Ah.


Catastrophe had tried to Descend by force, but it had already been too late by the time they realized what had happened.


The link they had formed with Jaehwan in person had been severed?


Even if Jaehwan had faced someone who used 「Soul Erasure」, the link Catastrophe had personally formed with him would not have been weak enough to be cut in a single blow.


If the link had still been severed, it could mean only one thing.


The revival of one of the Three Divine Artifacts, Deus Ex Machina.


A link directly formed by Catastrophe, one of the Three Ancient Gods. The only thing capable of severing that link in a single blow was Deus Ex Machina, wielded by Deus, another of the Three Ancient Gods.


Fortunately, there were two ways to restore a severed link.


One was to use 「Gestalt’s Eye」, another of the Three Divine Artifacts.


If Jaehwan could use 「Cognitive Dissonance」, the Setting contained within 「Gestalt’s Eye」, the link could be restored immediately.


But there was no way that brat, who had only recently climbed into the Abyss, could obtain 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


That left Jaehwan with only one option.


Waiting vaguely for it to happen.


「Plausibility Destruction」 of Deus Ex Machina had a time limit. Once enough time passed, severed links would naturally recover.


Whether Jaehwan could survive until then was another matter.


Should I have taught him more before sending him up?


There was no point regretting it now. Who could have expected that human to face an enemy using 「Deus Ex Machina」 already?


Remembering Jaehwan’s terrible rebellious nature, Catastrophe shook their head. He would not listen even if he were told. Still, his temper was stubborn enough that he would somehow find the answer himself.


For now, Catastrophe could only believe that.


...Hm?


That was when something caught Catastrophe’s senses.


The summoning circle, which had remained inactive for some time, was shining brilliantly. It was a sign that dead Lords were being summoned.


Catastrophe had been bored anyway, so it seemed well timed. If they passed the time beating down Lords, the link would reconnect eventually, and they would learn what was happening outside.


A moment later, Catastrophe’s expression changed. More than one or two Lords were arriving.


They were not ordinary opponents, either.


Just who are they?


Catastrophe summoned every Deadman in the palace.


Judging by their enemies’ World Pressure, they would not be much help. Still, they were better than nothing.


To feel tense just because a few Lords had arrived.


It would have been impossible in their prime.


Before being sealed, Catastrophe could easily have handled several Lords even if they attacked together.


Things were different now.


The enemies who had arrived were especially powerful.


Could they be...


As the shapes of the World Force became clearer, Catastrophe felt a premonition fall into place.


Among the Lords Catastrophe knew, no more than ten possessed this much World Force.


Soon, the light pouring from the summoning circle went out, and ten Lords appeared. Ten immense World Force spread grandly, pressing down on the entire palace as though they would suffocate it. The pitiful Deadmans gasped harshly.


Without Catastrophe, each of them could have destroyed 《Chaos》 alone with ease. Even if Jaehwan, who had climbed to the 《Abyss》, came back down, facing them would be impossible. If even one of them escaped the 《Palace of the Dead》, a disaster would surely descend upon 《Chaos》.


Several Lords spoke from the dim darkness.


“So it was true. The Palace of Rebirth is gone?”


“That is why no one could return.”


“I cannot even remember how long it has been since I last came here by dying.”


“Ten people... Hmph. I was sure there would be people pretending to die in secret, but you actually managed to kill yourselves.”


Soon, one voice instantly brought order to the noisy atmosphere.


“Enough unnecessary sentiment. The master of this place is waiting for us.”


The Lords finally emerged from the darkness.


At their center stood the Lord with the most powerful World Force among them.


Catastrophe knew his name. He was one of the Great Lords who had sealed Catastrophe long ago alongside 《Big Brother》, and the ruler of the Ninth Zone of the 《Great Realm》.


“It has been a long time, Catastrophe.”


Brilliant World Force consumed the empty air.


Ten Great Lords, led by Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, stood there.


In the deep darkness, Catastrophe smiled soundlessly.


I may not be able to keep my promise to that human.
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「Until the Destruction, humanity of the 《Great Realm》 and 《Chaos》 lived under the mistaken belief that the Great Realm were the realm of the living, while Chaos was the realm of the dead.


Therefore, the distinction between the realms of the living and the dead is the greatest and worst achievement of the Lords of the 《Great Realm》.」


From 『The World Before Destruction』

By the poet Euphrates


* * *


The ancient palace of 〈Caspion〉, the Eighth Site.


An unusual tension had hung over 〈Highseeker〉, which had become the sanctuary of 「Rupture」 some time ago.


It was especially strong in the Division Commanders’ office, where the commanders had gathered. Even members who happened to linger nearby would flinch at the overwhelming force the commanders continually radiated.


“It is finally today.”


“Yes.”


Fifth Division Commander Mirel answered Fourth Division Commander Kasim in a solemn voice.


Then someone threw open the office door.


“Fourth Division Commander-nim!”


The newcomer was a handsome man with gentle eyes and thick eyebrows that gave him an oddly likable appearance. The only flaw was the seemingly recent scar on his cheek, which made his features look a little sharper.


“Fourth Division Commander-nim, is it true?”


“What are you talking about?”


“Is it true that the Great Lords are coming here today?”


“You are still rude as ever, Yoonhwan.”


It was Fifth Division Commander Mirel who answered.


Only then did Yoonhwan take a step back, acknowledging his rudeness. Mirel also nodded toward Han Seoyul, who stood behind him.


“Seoyul, you came too.”


“Greetings, Fifth Division Commander-nim.”


Mirel studied Seoyul’s face for a moment, then let out a light sigh.


“It is true. The Great Lords are coming today.”


“Here?”


“Yes.”


The Great Lords were coming.


Not anywhere else, but here, to 〈Highseeker〉, the sanctuary of Rupture.


Yoonhwan asked tensely, “Is there going to be a war?”


“No.”


“Then why?”


“For now, we should call it a ‘negotiation.’”


“A negotiation...?”


A negotiation.


Yoonhwan could neither understand nor accept it. Their opponents were the Great Lords, Harvesters at the pinnacle of cultivation and enemies of every human who had become a 「Product」.


What was there to negotiate with people like that?


“I understand how you feel. But the Great Lords are strong. They are not opponents we can face while blinded by immediate anger.”


Kasim stared at the tea leaves Mirel had floated in his cup as he continued.


“Our final goal is 《Big Brother》. To strike it down, there are times when we must accept cooperation even with our enemies.”


“I do not understand. Are not the Great Lords of the 《Great Realm》 and 《Big Brother》 ultimately of the same kind?”


“Hmm?”


“Are you making fun of me?”


It had already been two months since Yoonhwan passed the entrance test for 「Rupture」.


Over those two months, Yoonhwan had carried out various missions as a member of Rupture and gained a fair amount of knowledge about the 《Abyss》 as a whole.


For example, the true nature of the 《Great Realm》 and the Great Lords.


“The Great Lords are Vicegerents of 《Big Brother》. Are you saying that, to strike 《Big Brother》, we should cooperate with its subordinates?”


Kasim gave a quiet laugh.


“You looked like you had no motivation for a while, but it seems you were listening quite carefully.”


“Do not change the subject.”


“You are right. The Great Lords are Big Brother’s Vicegerents. But that does not mean Big Brother and the Great Lords are the same kind.”


“What does that...?”


“As you know, Yu Seolha stepped down as Second Division Commander not long ago.”


The incident in which Yu Seolha, the Second Division Commander, left 「Rupture」 was far too well known within the organization for Yoonhwan not to know about it.


When he had just joined Rupture, Yoonhwan had briefly met her through Kasim’s introduction. She was a woman with sharp, aloof features, beautiful enough to rival Seoyul.


He had never imagined that their first meeting would also be their last.


“Why are you bringing that up now?”


Yoonhwan quickly considered it.


What did Yu Seolha leaving Rupture have to do with 《Big Brother》 and the Great Lords not being the same kind?


Seoyul spoke first.


“Having the same Worldview does not necessarily mean holding the same ideals.”


Only then did Yoonhwan understand why Kasim had brought up Yu Seolha.


Although she had left 「Rupture」, Yu Seolha still possessed 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, Rupture’s Unique World. Though she believed in the same Worldview as them, she had chosen to walk a different path from Rupture.


Kasim was comparing that relationship to the one between 《Big Brother》 and the Great Lords.


“Are you saying not every Great Lord agrees with 《Big Brother》’s will?”


“That is right.”


Regardless of the comparison, it was not without reason.


If some of the Great Lords were rebelling against 《Big Brother》, Rupture could oppose 《Big Brother》 far more effectively by making use of them.


“Even so, I cannot accept it.”


“There you go being stubborn again.”


“This is not stubbornness. I am saying that questions of efficiency and questions of justice are different.”


“What are you trying to say?”


“We should not tolerate a lesser evil simply because there is a greater evil in the world. The 「Rupture」 I know is not a place like that.”


Kasim’s gaze darkened at Yoonhwan’s indignant voice. In that silence, Yoonhwan hoped his sincerity had reached Kasim.


After a moment, Kasim gave a bitter smile.


“You are still young. You do not know the world very well.”


“Fourth Division Commander-nim. That is not the issue.”


“It is exactly the issue.”


It was violence in its simplest form.


For a moment, Yoonhwan felt as though he had been mercilessly trampled.


Kasim took a cigarette from his pocket, lit it, and continued.


“Justice without compromise does not exist. If you still believe it can, then you are either an immature fool or a con artist.”


Yoonhwan knew. Of course he knew words like that.


It was not as though he did not know.


But.


‘He would not have said it like that.’


Without realizing it, Yoonhwan thought of someone’s face.


When everyone said it was impossible, when everyone so easily gave up on the present, one man had pressed forward without ever abandoning his justice.


His closest friend.


Come to think of it, what had happened to that guy?


Had he cleared the Tower in the end?


Yoonhwan knew as well. He knew the world was not so easy, and that this world would not change simply because one person refused to bend his will.


He shook his head and drove away the sadness rising within him.


Kasim was still speaking.


“You are only selfishly saying such things because you want to be righteous alone. You know there is nothing you can do as an ordinary member, so you are venting that helplessness at us.”


Yoonhwan could not answer.


Perhaps that was true.


“If you alone say things like that, what does that make Seoyul beside you? What does that make Mirel and me? Is there anyone here who does not want to be righteous?”


“Fourth Division Commander, that is enough. He understands, so stop.”


As the mood grew heated, Mirel quickly stepped in to restrain Kasim. Kasim extinguished his cigarette with an unhappy look, drained the tea on the table in one gulp, and continued.


“If you dislike the Rupture as it is now, if you want to change this organization, then build your strength. Become powerful.”


“...”


“No matter how noble your ideals are, they mean nothing without power. No one will listen to the words of a rank-and-file member.”


With those words, Kasim left the Division Commanders’ office. The bang of the door was the only sound to break the room’s silence.


Mirel looked down at Kasim’s empty seat, then spoke to Yoonhwan.


“I did not expect this, but you are quite stubborn too. You were the same during the simulations...”


“...”


“Kasim’s words may sound like nagging, but they are not wrong. You know that, right?”


“I know.”


Yoonhwan answered reluctantly.


Mirel smiled.


“No one here fails to understand what Yoonhwan said. Everyone understands. They are only doing this because there is no other choice.”


Yoonhwan wanted to ask.


Why did they act that way even though they knew?


If they truly understood, was it not impossible to act that way?


Yet Yoonhwan could not ask. Deep down, he also knew why they had no choice.


Not everyone in the world could act like him.


At that moment, Yoonhwan hated himself more than anything.


“Please understand.”


Mirel gently patted Yoonhwan’s shoulder before quietly leaving the room.


Even after she was gone, Yoonhwan remained there for a long while, biting his lip.


A strange look briefly rested in Seoyul’s eyes as she watched Yoonhwan’s expression, then vanished.


* * *


“This is every new recruit gathered over the past half year. No, I mean, this is all of them.”


At the heart of 〈Highseeker〉 was the Commander’s office.


Across from Maiad, who sat back in a plush chair and leisurely reviewed the documents, stood a short man carrying a saber longer than he was tall.


He was Imai Kazuki, the Third Division Commander of 「Rupture」.


“Twelve is fewer than I expected.”


“Still, all twelve have reached their third Awakening. There are more below that... I mean, there are more of them.”


Imai was unaccustomed to making a direct report and kept misspeaking. Formal speech simply did not come naturally to him.


He usually commanded local battles, so he rarely found himself reporting one-on-one to the Commander. There was no need to use formal speech in private, but he could not speak casually to the Commander in an official setting.


Maiad gave a soft laugh.


“You seem to be having a hard time, Imai.”


“...”


A vein bulged on Imai’s forehead.


This report had originally been the responsibility of Yu Seolha, the Second Division Commander. But after Yu Seolha left 「Rupture」, the duty naturally passed to Imai as the Third Division Commander.


“You can speak casually. I do not care about that.”


“Thank you, I mean, thanks, Commander.”


It felt strange to have a superior speak formally while a subordinate spoke casually.


Still, when he thought about it, that had always been Rupture’s style.


Maiad turned another page of the report.


“So, are there any recruits worth using?”


“There are a few. Especially the woman on the very first page.”


Maiad reopened the first page of the report.


The name Han Seoyul was written there.


“She is viciously tenacious. She went through the Great Disappearance Simulation 520 times and survived until the end 518 of those times. Even after completing her third Awakening, she never hesitated to stab familiar faces to death. With a little training, she will become a tremendous warrior.”


“Is that so?”


Maiad asked with faint surprise.


The 「Great Disappearance Simulation」.


This project, which Rupture had recently planned with great ambition, recreated the site of the Great Disappearance from seven hundred years ago to forcibly Awaken its participants.


Though it was a simulation, Maiad knew better than anyone how brutal a testing ground it was.


After all, Maiad had planned the project.


Even if it was false, it was not easy to slaughter every person one knew and survive to the end in a place where the pain felt real.


When ordinary Awakening candidates entered the simulation, their minds collapsed and they lost their sanity for roughly the first ten attempts. Over the next ten, they gradually became used to death. Only after dying around ten more times did they finally begin accepting the simulation as reality.


Rupture called those thirty attempts the Adjustment Period.


Only after overcoming those thirty attempts could someone reach the first threshold toward obtaining 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, Rupture’s Unique World.


Yet this woman, Han Seoyul, had cleared the simulation 518 times without even an Adjustment Period.


“She is an impressive talent.”


“Right? She is one of my prized recruits.”


Maiad gave a bitter smile and turned several more pages.


Then Maiad’s fingers stopped in midair.


“Hmm, that one is a little...”


Imai glanced at the report and showed discomfort without being asked.


The name Kim Yoonhwan was written at the top of the page.


Maiad asked, “Did something happen?”


“There was a bit of an incident during the Great Disappearance Simulation.”


“An incident? Did the simulation malfunction?”


Maiad had not heard anything like that.


The Great Disappearance Simulation was an important matter even within Rupture. If something had happened, word should have reached Maiad long ago.


“It was not that. That guy was stubborn until the very end.”


“Stubborn?”


Maiad asked as if wondering whether they had heard correctly.


“Yes. He refused to kill one of his friends until the end.”


“Are you saying he could not clear it?”


“Not once.”


Only then did Maiad study the report again with fresh eyes.


A total of 1,954 attempts.


And 1,954 failures.


It was an utterly unreasonable number of attempts and an equally unreasonable number of failures.


There had never been a case like this in Rupture before.


Maiad tilted their head.


“Then why did you allow him through?”


“He Awakened. The moment he failed his 1,954th attempt, he suddenly achieved his third Awakening and opened an Unique World.”


“Even though he did not properly complete the Great Disappearance?”


Imai nodded.


“Either way, he achieved his third Awakening, so there was not much we could say. He seems able to use 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 too, though only at an intermediate level. Mirel let him pass because of that...”


He had achieved Awakening without properly completing the Great Disappearance Simulation.


He had even obtained an Unique World.


It was an extremely interesting report to Maiad.


“Come to think of it, this person...”


Several fragments of memory passed through Maiad’s mind. Recent events had been so hectic that they had completely forgotten.


Maiad’s eyes narrowed as they looked at Yoonhwan’s face in the upper left corner of the report.


That was when someone knocked on the office door.


“What is it? I am still in the middle of a report!”


Imai shouted, but the knocking did not stop.


In the end, Imai pursed his lips and threw open the office door.


A breathless administrative officer stood outside.


The officer flinched upon seeing Imai’s angry expression. Even so, the officer seemed determined to deliver the message, squeezed their eyes shut, and shouted.


“Commander-nim, the Great Lords have arrived!”
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From the moment the meeting began, Yoonhwan had not expected the negotiations to go smoothly.


《Great Realm》 and Rupture were bitter enemies.


Among Rupture’s past members were those who had massacred Lords or killed Great Lords.


Would the Great Lords truly be willing to negotiate properly with Rupture under such circumstances?


Yoonhwan’s grim expectation reached its peak when he came face-to-face with the strange figure in a black cloak who entered the hall.


It felt as though the entire hall had sunk into deep darkness. He felt as if he had been trapped in an exquisitely constructed, airtight chamber, a fear too difficult to put into words.


These were the Great Lords.


A sinister aura flowed forth whenever the hem of the cloak brushed the floor.


The instant Yoonhwan met the cloak’s owner’s eyes, he felt frozen to the marrow.


They were supposed to negotiate with people like this?


Impossible.


These people had come to wage war.


That certainty filled the depths of Yoonhwan’s heart. Without realizing it, he reached for the short sword at his waist.


Meanwhile, the Great Lord watched Yoonhwan remain largely unfazed by such overwhelming pressure, and curiosity appeared in his eyes.


Just as an even stronger wave of force was about to erupt from the Great Lord’s body.


“Darkness, that is enough.”


Mirel stopped him.


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, grinned.


“It has been a while, Rupture wench.”


“Your mouth is as cheap as ever, Jerome.”


Judging by their exchange, they had met before.


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, looked at Yoonhwan and Seoyul, who stood awkwardly at the edge of the meeting hall, and asked, “What are those scrawny brats? New Division Commanders?”


“They are the scribes for this meeting. They will record the negotiations.”


“I thought they were far too weak to be Division Commanders.”


Yoonhwan lightly bit the inside of his lip.


It was frustrating, but true. Even after reaching his third Awakening, he had struggled just to endure the casual wave of force the Great Lord had thrown at him.


After brief greetings, people began taking their seats one by one.


To the left of the central seats sat Rupture’s Third, Fourth, and Fifth Division Commanders. Across from them sat four Great Lords from the 《Great Realm》.


Yoonhwan cross-checked the names of the Lords attending the negotiations against the list.


First Zone, Lord of the Forest Illiones.

Second Zone, Lord of Ruin Siegfried.

Fourth Zone, Dragon Lord Varkant.

Ninth Zone, Lord of Darkness Jerome (Representative).


‘Four? Ten were originally supposed to attend.’


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, spoke first.


“Some time ago, when I participated in the subjugation of the 《Forgotten Land》, I sent my subordinates to find your Rupture headquarters. No matter how hard they searched, they could not find it. Had you already moved your headquarters to the 《Abyss》 by then?”


“You are talking about something from ages ago. We moved a long time ago.”


Imai, the Third Division Commander, replied with a sneer.


Silence settled over the room after that exchange.


The Division Commanders’ and Great Lords’ gazes crossed in midair, as though each side was measuring the other’s strength.


Within that blood-chilling atmosphere, Yoonhwan had to suppress a nervous gulp.


Even Yoonhwan, who had only reached his third Awakening, could tell. At the center of the hall, a brutal contest of World Force was taking place.


The World Pressure was so violent that someone at Yoonhwan’s level would have their soul torn apart if they carelessly intruded. It seemed to be a preliminary clash before the negotiations began in earnest.


After some time passed, Dragon Lord Varkant was the first to break the silence.


“Where is that girl with the chain scythe? I was planning to teach her a lesson.”


The voice was unbelievably relaxed. From that one sentence, Yoonhwan knew the Great Lords had gained the upper hand in the preliminary clash. Rupture’s Division Commanders had been pushed back in their contest of World Force.


Imai, the Third Division Commander, frowned. “Chain scythe? Are you referring to Seolha?”


“I heard she was the one who killed my predecessor. Well, he never had what it took to be a Great Lord anyway. He was only at the level of a General, yet he held the position of Great Lord.”


Varkant, whose form was half human and half dragon, stuck out their long tongue and smacked their lips. Having ascended as the new Great Lord of the Fourth Zone around four hundred years ago, Varkant was among the newer Great Lords of the current twelve zones.


“Seolha left Rupture.”


“Is that so? What a shame.”


Varkant seemed genuinely disappointed.


Yoonhwan quietly held his breath at the killing intent dripping from Varkant’s tone. Perhaps Varkant had truly come here intending to fight her.


‘They are all insane.’


Yoonhwan slowly drew a deep breath so no one would notice his trembling wrist.


At his level, it was difficult even to gauge the Division Commanders’ World Force, let alone that of the Great Lords.


Still, he could roughly estimate the Division Commanders’ strength from the rumors he had heard. According to those rumors, Imai was the strongest of the three Division Commanders present. Kasim came next, followed by Mirel.


Yoonhwan had heard Kasim’s World Force was around three billion. It was easy to assume the other Division Commanders were around the same level.


Then how strong were those Great Lords?


Judging from the Division Commanders’ expressions, the initiative already seemed to be shifting in the Great Lords’ favor.


Yoonhwan was finding it harder and harder to breathe. As the Division Commanders lost ground in their contest of World Force, some of that burden began reaching him too.


Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, calmly swept his gaze over the Division Commanders before asking in an indifferent tone, “Why has Maiad not come?”


“That is not a name you may speak so carelessly.”


“If he does not come, negotiations are impossible.”


“The Commander has granted the Division Commanders full authority over these negotiations.”


“To the likes of you?”


Jerome’s voice was filled with deep ridicule.


“You are not qualified to hold authority over these negotiations.”


At the same time, everyone in the meeting hall staggered violently.


Even Kasim, who was so steadfast, and Imai, who was so proud, were turning pale.


The World Force Jerome emitted continued to grow. Kasim muttered in a strained voice, “So there was a reason the war in the 《Great Realm》 suddenly stopped. You had been hiding your strength?”


“It happened a little earlier than expected. Some strange bastard showed up in 《Chaos》 and caused a mess.”


“The Lord Massacre...”


Not knowing what the Lord Massacre was, Yoonhwan struggled to move his fingers and wrote down the term.


“That is right. A large number of vacancies opened up among the Generals, so hyena-like bastards started swarming into the Ninth Zone. It was a real headache.”


Jerome looked at the three Great Lords seated beside him and smiled.


The smile was so chilling that even the Great Lords avoided his gaze.


“Well, it has worked out better now. I no longer need to take the trouble of ‘persuading’ these people one at a time.”


“...”


“With no Fruit even at stake, they were all charging at each other, ready to die together. It was a truly absurd situation, was it not, Siegfried?”


“H-Hm. Y-Yes, it was. We were sorry about that.”


Siegfried, the Great Lord of the Second Zone seated directly beside Jerome, answered in a cowed voice.


That was enough for Yoonhwan to understand.


This Jerome was exceptional even among the Great Lords of the twelve zones.


Someone neither the Great Lords nor the Division Commanders could contend with.


Who could possibly face him?


Could the Commander?


Yoonhwan did not know.


“Anyway, where is Maiad?”


“He is not coming, Jerome. He is no longer here.”


“Not here? Did he get scared and run away?”


“Watch your mouth. You did not all come either, did you? If all ten people who promised to come had arrived, the Commander would have come here to receive you. Yet there are only four of you. We are the ones who should be asking whether you are playing games.”


“There were circumstances. We originally intended for all ten of us to come.”


“Circumstances? They must have been important enough to miss these negotiations.”


“Do not play dumb, wench. You must already know.”


Mirel fell silent.


After a moment, she slowly blinked. “It seems Catastrophe did not let you pass so easily.”


Catastrophe. The gatekeeper guarding the passage between 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》, and one of the strongest Three Ancient Gods.


Jerome ground his teeth.


“Catastrophe did more than refuse to let us pass. They blocked the path entirely. Why did you not tell us?”


“We never expected Catastrophe to try to stop you. Catastrophe had never shown any concern for the passage of Lords.”


“Lies. There is no way you did not know.”


“So you fought Catastrophe head-on?”


As Jerome slowly steadied his breathing, Yoonhwan felt as though all the oxygen around him had been sucked away.


“Four of the ten Great Lords died. Two more suffered critical injuries and could not come up here.”


The Division Commanders glanced at one another.


If Jerome’s words were true, it was an utterly devastating loss for the 《Great Realm》. Half of their main force had been wiped out.


Dragon Lord Varkant added, “But we still have more than enough strength to kill all of you, so do not get any foolish ideas.”


Ignoring Varkant, Mirel asked Jerome again, “What happened to Catastrophe?”


“Catastrophe has entered a state of complete, though temporary, sealing. Ridiculous, really. Ten Great Lords attacked them, yet we still could not kill them. The injured Lord of Gold is guarding their seal.”


Yoonhwan unconsciously moved his pen, unsure how much of the conversation he should believe.


To him, both the Division Commanders and Great Lords were already figures as distant as the heavens. What kind of monster was Catastrophe, that ten Great Lords had to attack them just to seal them?


Jerome continued.


“Either way, I believe we have paid more than enough to meet with you. Are you still going to demand such ridiculous courtesy from us? This is a situation where it would not be strange for us to demand compensation instead.”


“Do you want compensation?”


“Release the Fruit you have monopolized.”


“That is an item to be traded through these negotiations. We cannot hand it over because of such an insignificant variable.”


Jerome’s expression hardened at Mirel’s words.


“An insignificant matter?”


Terrifying World Force erupted with the words.


The Division Commanders’ expressions changed drastically, and they almost simultaneously drew their signature weapons.


A sneer appeared on Jerome’s face.


“I should have done this from the beginning. I never should have tried negotiating with the likes of you.”


The killing intent had surpassed even the Division Commanders’ defenses, and Yoonhwan’s mind was beginning to grow hazy. Beside him, Seoyul, who had been helping him record the meeting, vomited silver light.


The situation was poised to erupt into full-scale war between Rupture and the Great Lords at any moment.


That was when a man entered the meeting hall.


“It does not look like any of you intend to negotiate.”


Through his scattered consciousness, Yoonhwan looked toward the man.


He was half-naked, wearing clothes that looked like old rags.


For a moment, Yoonhwan had hoped the man was the Commander, but he was not.


“This will not do, Jerome.”


The crushing pressure weighing on the room vanished as though washed away with those words. The vast World Force erupting from the man’s body had pushed away everyone else’s World Force at once.


Some of the Great Lords had turned pale.


Jerome’s expression was especially grave.


“Why are you here, Buddha?”


Buddha.


Yoonhwan remembered hearing that name somewhere before.


He had definitely read it in one of the booklets during new recruit orientation.


‘Could it be, Buddha of the Eight Divine Thrones?’


The Eight Divine Thrones.


The universally acknowledged strongest gods of the 《Abyss》.


Their official name had originally been the Seven Divine Thrones, but the title had changed after Rupture Lord Maiad became the owner of 〈Caspion〉, the Eighth Site.


Buddha, the God of Reincarnation, held the sixth seat among the Eight Divine Thrones.


‘Why is one of the Eight Divine Thrones here?’


At that moment, Yoonhwan looked at one of the empty seats at the table.


Even excluding Maiad’s seat at the head of the table, two seats at Rupture’s table remained empty.


Even considering the Second Division Commander’s seat, which had been left vacant after its owner ceased to be active in Rupture, there was still one empty seat left.


Goosebumps slowly rose along Yoonhwan’s spine.


A feeling of disbelief seized his entire body.


Buddha grinned. “I am an Awakened One too. Did you not know?”


“An Awakened One?”


Jerome tilted his head, then his expression changed.


“Do not tell me, you...”


“That is exactly what you think.”


Rupture’s true second-in-command, and the strongest person in Rupture aside from Maiad.


The Division Commanders put away their signature weapons one by one and briefly greeted Buddha.


“It has been a while, Buddha.”


“It has been a long time.”


“You are late.”


“Yes, my apologies.”


After returning their greetings, Buddha passed calmly between the Division Commanders and finally reached his seat.


With a scraping sound, Buddha sat in the First Division Commander’s seat, crossed one leg over the other, and looked at Jerome.


“Now you feel like negotiating properly, Jerome.”


The sound of teeth grinding quietly echoed through the hall.


Buddha, Rupture’s First Division Commander.


The veiled First Division Commander whom even Yoonhwan had known nothing about.


He was, astonishingly, Buddha of the Eight Divine Thrones.


“Then shall we begin again?”


* * *


Jaehwan opened his eyes after completely restoring the 『Record of the Abyss』 through 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


An unbroken history had seeped into every corner of his mind, and the lingering impression of that grand story dyed Jaehwan’s heart in a quiet light.


“You are awake.”


When he opened his eyes, Runald, Karavan, and the entire Longevity Clan had gathered around him.


Jaehwan asked, “How much time has passed?”


“Nearly a month. The Great Warrior said you would wake up around today, and they were right.”


A month. It had taken far longer than he expected.


Still, reading the 『Record of the Abyss』 had been worth it. By reading all of those records, Jaehwan had gained a completely different perspective from before.


There was now a depth to Jaehwan that could not be compared to the past.


As a Follower, Runald felt it especially deeply. Yet he did not miss another emotion that had grown within Jaehwan alongside that new depth.


Jaehwan looked lonely.


Perhaps that was the expression of someone who had alone realized the secret this world had quietly hidden.


Runald wanted to know what Jaehwan had learned, but he could not easily ask. There was an indescribably thick wall between them. He had felt something like this before, but the wall had never felt as difficult as it did now.


Though they were clearly looking at the same Worldview, Runald felt as if Jaehwan had become an entirely different being.


A little later, Jaehwan and his Allies stood at the entrance to the Forest of Madness.


While Runald and Karavan waited, Jaehwan exchanged brief final greetings with the Longevity Clan and La-Hamad. Runald could not make out exactly what they said, but it seemed they were making some kind of promise.


“I never thought we would leave this place after only a hundred days.”


Karavan removed his back-scrubbing gloves, tossed them aside, and stretched. With Jaehwan’s help, he was nearly done restoring his link with Ignis.


As befitted a Vicegerent of one of the Eight Divine Thrones, the World Force flowing from Karavan after restoring the link was in no way inferior to Jaehwan’s.


“It seems you have grown quite a bit in there too, if you can feel my World Force.”


“I just chanted Ouroboros diligently.”


“Now that I think about it, what exactly did that mean?”


“I do not want to know.”


Jaehwan could be seen walking toward them from afar.


Runald asked, “Will we leave right away?”


“Not yet. There are people waiting.”


“People waiting? Who?”


“My Companions.”


Runald wondered if he had made an unintentionally rude expression. Still, he could not help it.


Companions? What Companions did Jaehwan have?


Jaehwan had been alone since he came up to the 《Abyss》. He had met Andersen and Runald there, and in the 〈Metaverse〉, he had gathered several people who followed him. Yet they had all died during the 〈Caspion Catastrophe〉.


There were other Companions?


Feeling something like a betrayal he could not understand, Runald asked, “Who could they possibly be...”


“They will probably arrive soon. I have a feeling.”


At that moment, something like a gigantic shadow appeared on the distant horizon.


Karavan let out a pleased whistle.


“Oh, those friends from before. They made it out safely.”


A massive airship floated in the sky.


An airship painted entirely black, with a gloomy and sinister atmosphere.


Runald stared blankly up at it, his mouth open.


Come to think of it, he remembered boarding that airship just before entering the Forest of Madness. At the time, he had lost Andersen and had been too overwhelmed to ask about it properly, but Karlton, who had climbed the 〈Metaverse〉 with them, had also been part of that ship’s crew.


There was a mark of Destruction on the side of the vessel.


Only then did Runald remember its name.


“What a grand name.”


Along with Jaehwan’s faint smile, voices carried from afar.


“Jaehwan!”


The ship’s name was Destruction.


“You brat!”

“Fortress Lord!”


Voices rang out through the sky at once.


Runald could feel the emotions in those voices. They were voices that had waited for one person for so long, voices that had missed him for far too long.


People came running toward Jaehwan.


Those must be Jaehwan’s true Companions.


Runald suddenly felt strange.


It was as if he were in an entirely different place despite standing in the same space.


He could not fully understand their smiles, their laughter, or their joy.


Only then did Runald think he understood the faint wall he had felt from Jaehwan.


This was a wall of time.


A wall of relationships that could not be entered through the history he possessed.


Was this the wall I had felt all along?


He missed Andersen.


The boy’s instincts told him he could never enter that wall. Alienation washed over him. Amid deep despair, the voices drifted farther away.


Then, the next moment.


“Runald.”


At the sound of a voice from somewhere, the boy raised his head.


“Let us go.”


It was a voice calmly calling his name.


At Jaehwan’s call, which held not the slightest hesitation, Runald realized he was crossing a wall far too easily. As he crossed it, he also knew something was about to begin.


Runald unconsciously looked back.


The Longevity Clan members who had seen them off were no longer visible.


The forest of black leaves and the Forest of Madness receded in the distance.


He had learned much in that forest, and he had also let much go.


Slowly, Runald turned his head and looked at Jaehwan’s people running toward them.


Just as one puts on Clothes and takes them off, one thing goes and another comes.


At that moment, Runald thought he understood Ouroboros a little.


He did not know whether this was its complete meaning.


Even so, Runald did not want to hide this feeling.


The boy quietly closed his eyes.


Then a song began to drift in from somewhere.


Quiet, warm lyrics Andersen had once sung for him.


Poor Naked God

All alone, on the way home,

Thought to himself.


Still, just one person.

Still, just once.


As he savored the song, Runald quietly murmured, “Ouroboros.”
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Jaehwan, Runald, and Karavan boarded the Destruction in turn. Since they were not being chased this time, they had time to introduce themselves.


“Brother Karlton!”


“Runald, it has been a long time.”


Karlton and Runald, who already knew each other, clasped hands in greeting.


Cheongheo and Karavan, on the other hand, were creating a strange tension beside them.


“Who are you?”


“You saw me before, old man. I told you I was Ignis’s Vicegerent. Don’t you remember?”


“So you really were Ignis’s Vicegerent?”


“I even showed you this flame mark before!”


“This does not look much like a flame. Your way of speaking seems different too.”


Cheongheo looked quite flustered, and understandably so. Karavan felt different from when they had last boarded the Destruction together. He had recovered some of his first World Force, and his soul had risen in rank through training with the Longevity Clan.


Runald, meanwhile, looked as though his eyes would pop out every time he was introduced to another Companion.


“Cheongheo? You’re the Lustful Immortal-nim?”


“There is a misunderstanding behind that title...”


“Is it true Sirwen-nim from SirwenTV is here too?”


“Ahem, that girl is in the cockpit right now... But didn’t you see her before?”


Perhaps Jaehwan thought the pointless conversation would never end if left alone. He finally spoke.


“Old man, how did you find this place?”


“It has been so long since you saw me, and that is the first thing you ask?”


Jaehwan gave Cheongheo a bitter smile at the hint of hurt in his voice.


From 《Chaos》 to the 《Abyss》. There had been many trials Jaehwan could not have overcome without Cheongheo. Cheongheo had followed him even after suffering enough to die several times. Jaehwan had no choice but to acknowledge it now.


“Sniff! You brat!”


Unable to hold back his tears, Cheongheo leaped up and hugged Jaehwan. Jaehwan stared down at him for a moment, then quietly pushed him away with one finger.


He had no choice. Karlton and Runald were silently standing in line behind Cheongheo.


Karavan looked at Runald.


“Why are you lining up?”


“Aren’t we all taking turns hugging him?”


Cheongheo told Jaehwan what had happened in the meantime.


How they had been separated in the passage to the Abyss opened by Catastrophe, and how the Allies had eventually continued their expedition while waiting for Jaehwan.


How they had encountered hundreds of mid-grade gods and dozens of high-grade gods, getting beaten around from place to place.


How they had built the airship Destruction at the 「Artisan Association」 of Fifth Site with Sirwen’s help.


How they had searched every corner of the Abyss to kill particularly vicious mid- and high-grade gods in order to raise their World Force.


How that had earned them the terrifying nickname, the ‘Guides of Destruction.’


How they had acquired several Parts belonging to old gods, though not Parts of the Three Ancient Gods, allowing the Allies’ Unique Worlds to develop by leaps and bounds.


How they had heard news of Jaehwan near 〈Caspion〉 by chance several months ago, then followed his trail into the Hechinold Auction House...


Two years and three months. Short if one called it short, long if one called it long.


Cheongheo did most of the talking. Jaehwan listened.


‘They have all grown stronger.’


Feeling the energy naturally leaking from the Allies, Jaehwan understood how hard they had worked during that time.


Cheongheo and Karlton in particular now possessed enough World Force to rival most top-grade gods. They had not earned the name ‘Guides of Destruction’ for nothing.


“It will be fun fighting me now. You will be surprised when you see my Unique World. Heh heh.”


“Really? That will be fun.”


Their words were violent, yet held no hostility.


Watching the scene shaped by trust and solidarity, Runald found himself enjoying a rare sense of peace.


“Oh, you are here?”


Sirwen appeared from the cockpit and greeted Jaehwan. Jaehwan gave a small nod.


Runald and Karavan, who only then got a proper look at Sirwen, stared wide-eyed. Circumstances had prevented them from seeing her clearly last time, but the appearance of a 《Little Brother》 idol truly was remarkable. Even Karlton was one of the most handsome men in the entire 《Abyss》, but Sirwen’s beauty was so dazzling that “overwhelming” suited it perfectly.


Cheongheo cackled and snapped at her.


“You little brat, why are you acting shy now? You were singing that boy’s praises just an hour ago.”


“When did I ever?”


“Brat, when you caused trouble at the auction house, you should have seen how worried that Dream Demon was-”


“Shut up, you old fossil.”


Sirwen glanced at Jaehwan and parted her lips several times before closing them again.


She wanted to talk to him too. It was not as though she could not bring something up if she truly wanted to. She could talk about the young Jaehwan she had met in the 《Uncanny》, or about Godfather Mulack.


Yet unlike Cheongheo, who noisily chatted away, or Karlton, who smiled kindly, Sirwen could not simply insert herself into this atmosphere with easy familiarity.


Unlike Cheongheo and Karlton, she had never been Jaehwan’s Companion to begin with. If anything, she had been closer to an enemy than a Companion.


Sirwen was the Dream Demon who created the Tower, while Jaehwan was the Awakened One climbing the 《Tree of Illusion》 to put an end to cultivation.


She was realizing it again. The feelings that had swelled within her however they pleased over the past two years and three months had never been hers to have.


Jaehwan had brought her all the way to the 《Abyss》 solely because he intended to use her. There would be nothing strange if he suddenly cast her aside.


The bond that had grown without Jaehwan around belonged entirely to Sirwen. She was in no position to call that unfair.


Why was a Dream Demon like her floundering in this sort of emotional game?


Jaehwan spoke to Sirwen as she lowered her head and hesitated for a long time.


“Thank you.”


A calm voice without any rise or fall. The moment she heard it, Sirwen felt an emotion she could not understand at all.


It felt unfair.


Why was a Dream Demon like her so overwhelmed by emotion at this moment?


Why did those few words make her feel as though some part of this world had forgiven her?


“Why are you smiling?”


“I am not smiling.”


Looking at Jaehwan’s unchanging face, Sirwen realized it once again.


He was still Jaehwan. No matter how many years passed or how much the world changed, he was Jaehwan.


If he was Jaehwan, then she only needed to be Sirwen.


After taking a short, deep breath, Sirwen spoke.


“I came expecting you to be naked, but you are not now?”


She thought it was a fitting topic to tease him over, but Jaehwan replied in a serious voice.


“I am naked even now.”


“What?”


“I said I am naked.”


Sirwen quickly looked Jaehwan over from head to toe.


No matter how she looked, Jaehwan appeared to be wearing a leather coat. She wondered whether he was naked underneath, so she examined him more carefully, but he was wearing an old T-shirt and combat clothes beneath it.


“You are joking, right?”


“I am naked. It is difficult to explain.”


“That is right. If I had to put it into words, Jaehwan-nim is in something like an Ouroboros state.”


Sirwen raised an eyebrow at Runald’s words.


“Ouroboros?”


“Ouroboros.”


Jaehwan stared at Runald for a moment, then seemed to remember something and lightly grasped Runald’s shoulder.


A leather coat slowly appeared around Runald’s body. It had the same design as Jaehwan’s.


Sirwen asked in surprise, “What was that? How did you do it? Is it a control-type Setting?”


“Similar, but different.”


The clothes Jaehwan had just created were manifested through 「Gestalt’s Eye」, one of the Three Divine Artifacts. He could now create and erase clothes whenever he wished.


By obtaining 「Gestalt’s Eye」, Jaehwan had completely moved beyond the simple concepts of “wearing” and “taking off” Clothes. That was why he had said he was “naked” despite wearing clothes. Explaining something that complicated one detail at a time would be tiresome.


Sirwen muttered blankly, “What on earth happened while you were gone...?”


“There are complicated matters involved, Dream Demon lady. If it is hard to understand, you may simply think of it as a control-type Setting.”


Karavan spoke with a lecherous grin as he carefully covered his lower body. Unlike Jaehwan and Runald, he was still naked. Karavan had been flexing every muscle in his body since earlier, proudly displaying his masculinity.


Sirwen asked, “Come to think of it, who is that?”


“My name is Karavan. I am Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent.”


“Ah.”


Sirwen answered absentmindedly, then urgently asked again.


“Wait, Ignis?”


“Heh heh, that is right. It seems you recognize the name.”


Karavan looked triumphant at Sirwen’s reaction.


“How could I not know Ignis?”


“Ahem.”


Karavan’s face brightened further.


As if trying to make up for all the indignities he had suffered, he looked down at Runald with a smug expression.


‘Look, kid. This is the dignity of Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent, one of the Seven Divine Thrones, no, the Eight Divine Thrones.’


Even Cheongheo and Karlton, directly across from him, were whispering about Ignis.


Runald frowned and pouted.


“The Eight Divine Thrones must really be impressive.”


“Hmph. It is too late to recognize it now, brat.”


“You are still naked, though.”


Now that he thought about it, everyone had been naked in the Forest of Madness, so he had not paid attention. Yet outside, it felt strange to see everyone wearing clothes.


Even Jaehwan and Runald, who had been naked with him, had gotten dressed. Under Sirwen’s gaze, which held a peculiar contempt, Karavan’s shoulders rapidly shrank.


Whether Ignis was one of the Seven Divine Thrones or the Eight Divine Thrones, none of that dignity would survive while he looked like this.


“Hey, Jaehwan. Put clothes like that on me too.”


“That is impossible. You are not my Follower.”


“Only Followers can do that?”


“For now.”


As Karavan considered whether he should abandon his god just to escape a moment of shame, Runald giggled.


“What is wrong with being naked? Until a few days ago, you were going around saying nakedness was the ultimate truth.”


“...”


“You look cool, just like the Naked God. We even sang together. Long, long ago, there lived a Naked God.”


Jaehwan had looked cool when he sang that song. Why did it feel so irritating and humiliating when this little brat sang it?


As Karavan trembled with a red face, someone draped a coat over him.


“If you do not mind, please put this on.”


It was Karlton.


“Oh, thank you. You are a good person.”


Karavan was deeply moved.


At first, he had been slightly wary because Karlton looked like a pretty boy, but it turned out that pretty boy was the kindest person here.


Karlton smiled warmly.


“It is nothing. If you are Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent, you must be having a difficult time right now.”


“Huh?”


A brief silence fell.


Karavan asked, “Difficult? Me?”


“Did you not say earlier that you were Ignis-nim’s Vicegerent...?”


“That is true, but.”


Despite Jaehwan’s help, Karavan’s link to Ignis had not fully recovered. The link connecting his World Force and Setting remained intact, but the link allowing direct communication with his god was incomplete.


Karavan looked at Cheongheo’s Allies, who were whispering among themselves.


Could they have been surprised not because he was Ignis’s Vicegerent, but for another reason?


Karavan briefly explained the situation.


For some reason, his link to his god had been severed. It was now recovering, but direct communication with his god was still impossible.


Though Karavan’s explanation was rambling and completely disorganized, Karlton somehow understood it.


“So that happened to you.”


Karavan thought this pretty boy might be sharper than he looked.


The pretty boy kindly began to explain.


“Then you may be surprised by what I am about to tell you.”


“What is it? Did something happen to Ignis-nim?”


“Nothing should have happened to Ignis-nim personally, but in a sense, an even greater problem has occurred.”


“A greater problem?”


“If I remember correctly, the Site ruled by Ignis-nim was Third Site, ‘Tropical Night.’ Is that right?”


“Yeah, that is right.”


Karavan felt as though he was being drawn further and further into the pretty boy’s pace. He could not grasp the point of this conversation.


Why bring up the Site all of a sudden?


“Wait. Don’t tell me-”


A terrible premonition passed through Karavan’s mind.


Karlton’s calm voice became quiet despair in Karavan’s ears.


“One month ago, Third Site, ‘Tropical Night,’ was conquered by the 「Rupture」 and vanished from the Abyss.”
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It had already been three months since the negotiations between the 「Rupture」 and the Great Lords.


Three months. A long time, or a short one.


Regardless, those three months had been horrific for the 《Abyss》 and for all those who lived within it.


Yoonhwan had been staring silently at the sky over Fifth Site, Ragnarok, when a voice beside him made him turn.


“Company Commander.”


A dignified middle-aged man stood there. It was the Company’s aide.


Yoonhwan looked at him blankly and murmured to himself.


‘Company Commander.’


The title still felt strange.


Yoonhwan’s recent massive promotion had been possible because of the 「Rupture」’s unique rank structure. A higher Awakening stage meant a higher rank. After overcoming the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉 and becoming a third-stage Awakened One in one stroke, Yoonhwan had been assigned as Company Commander of the 「Rupture」’s Twenty-Fourth Company.


“What are you thinking about so deeply?”


The one who had spoken was Adel, his aide.


Adel was a second-stage Awakened One who had joined Yoonhwan in this Abyss Conquest War as a member of the 「Rupture」.


“Just the same thing I always think about.”


Yoonhwan continued, still unused to how naturally the informal speech came out.


“How long this will keep going.”


“It should not be much longer now.”


Yoonhwan looked down at the countless souls scattered around them.


They had once been Followers of Ragnarok, the Fifth Site. They had possessed the power to summon lightning and split the sea, but now they were destined to become nutrients for the 《Tree of Illusion》.


“Sa-save me...”


A few souls that still clung to life stretched their hands toward Yoonhwan.


Eyes soaked in fear.


Without realizing it, Yoonhwan started to reach toward one of them, then stopped.


Thud!


The 「Rupture」’s elite troops, who had been searching the battlefield, cut off the surviving soul’s breath. Silver tendrils shot upward with a hiss, and the soul’s trembling hand slowly fell toward the ground.


Yoonhwan could not take his eyes off the path that hand traced.


Then thunder rang out somewhere in the distance. Perhaps it was announcing that the end of this war was near.


“The Great Lords sure are making a racket.”


At the heart of Ragnarok, the remaining gods were fighting while unleashing their Settings without restraint.


Two Great Lords and one Division Commander had been deployed to the fiercest battlefield.


Their enemy was one of the Eight Divine Thrones.


The ruler of Fifth Site, Ragnarok.


The God of Time, Chronos.


Having descended through a Vicegerent, Chronos displayed terrifying martial might as he rewound time across the area again and again. The zone within several kilometers warped and returned to normal repeatedly, and enormous explosions erupted one after another as World Force collided with World Force.


It was an incredible battle.


Still, no matter how powerful Chronos was, he was alone. The Eight Divine Thrones were generally said to be stronger than the Great Lords, but even they could not handle two or more Great Lords at once.


This time, a Division Commander of the 「Rupture」 had joined the fight as well.


In the distance, a fortress was collapsing.


The Forest Giant, Great Lord Illiones’s Skill, shattered Chronos’s Sanctuary. Then Gram, wielded by Great Lord Siegfried, erased Chronos’s control-type Settings. Fifth Division Commander Mirel slipped through the opening and struck Chronos with a devastating blow.


Chronos let out a scream like something being torn apart.


That famed member of the Eight Divine Thrones had fallen to his knees.


Adel murmured in open admiration.


“What is even more surprising is that this makes three already. Perhaps conquering the Abyss is truly possible.”


Over the past three months, Yoonhwan had watched massive Sites fall.


Beginning with Third Site, Tropical Night, from which the God of Flames Ignis was absent, the 「Rupture」 had defeated Fourth Site, Syndrome, ruled by the God of Pestilence, Pest. Then they had arrived here, at Fifth Site, Ragnarok.


“By now, they should have begun attacking Second Site, Naraka, too. I heard it is quite difficult because the Dragon God Droyan is there.”


“Droyan, the god who uses the Black Flame Dragon Setting?”


“That is right. The First and Second Division Commanders went together. The First Division Commander said even he would have difficulty alone.”


Even now, Yoonhwan remembered the First Division Commander who had appeared at the negotiating table three months earlier.


The 「Rupture」’s First Division Commander.


Buddha, the God of Reincarnation.


Buddha was one of the Eight Divine Thrones, powerful enough to subdue two Great Lords alone. He could threaten even Jerome of Darkness, known as the strongest Great Lord.


With Buddha’s arrival, the negotiations three months ago had turned completely around. Every item had been concluded largely in the 「Rupture」’s favor.


“Come to think of it, Company Commander, you served as the secretary during those negotiations.”


“I did.”


Yoonhwan recalled the terms from that day.


The 「Rupture」 had presented three main demands.


First, an alliance between the 《Great Realm》 and the 「Rupture」.


Second, the Great Lords’ support for the Abyss War.


Third, that the Great Lords remain silent if the 「Rupture」 invades 《Big Brother》.


Adel’s expression changed slightly after hearing Yoonhwan’s explanation.


“I knew about the alliance with the Great Lords, but I did not expect the condition demanding their silence when fighting 《Big Brother》. Did the Great Lords accept that?”


“That was the condition that started the negotiations.”


“I cannot imagine the Great Lords willingly betraying their master.”


“They had conditions of their own.”


After a moment of thought, Yoonhwan decided to tell Adel everything that had been discussed that day.


It was not a decision others would easily understand. Even if Adel was his aide, leaking all the terms as the negotiations’ secretary violated the principles of confidentiality.


Even so, Yoonhwan impulsively felt that he had to tell him. It felt as though speaking of this to Adel might create an important turning point for Yoonhwan himself.


Perhaps he had not been wrong.


After some time had passed, Adel spoke in a heavy voice once Yoonhwan had finished.


“So that was the negotiation.”


The calmness in Adel’s voice made Yoonhwan tense without realizing it. He felt like a child waiting for a teacher to grade his work.


“To provide Fruits regularly. To turn a blind eye to the construction of the 《Palace of Rebirth》. To help clean up 《Chaos》. Broadly speaking, those were the core of the Great Lords’ proposal. There was also an additional discussion regarding cultivation.”


“That is right.”


Even as he explained it again, Yoonhwan found the terms impossible to understand.


For example, he did not understand the items involving the Fruits or the 《Palace of Rebirth》 well enough to grasp them properly.


Adel seemed different.


“This is serious. It means the 「Rupture」 will stand by and watch what happens in 《Chaos》 from now on. Frankly, that differs greatly from the path the 「Rupture」 has followed until now. If the negotiations truly went through as you say, the 「Rupture」 may no longer be able to claim it fights for humanity.”


“The final item shocked me more.”


“The clause related to cultivation.”


“Yes.”


Setting everything else aside, there was one term Yoonhwan could never accept.


It was the final item in the negotiations between the Great Lords and the 「Rupture」, the one concerning cultivation.


All 「Products」 harvested through cultivation in the future would be divided equally between the 「Rupture」 and the 《Great Realm》.


Fine. Let them ally with those damned Great Lords to defeat whatever 《Big Brother》 was. Let them accept the Great Lords’ bizarre demands and regularly provide Fruits so those bastards could continue their damned war in the 《Great Realm》.


But what was this supposed to mean?


They would divide up the 「Products」? Didn't that mean they were condoning cultivation?


“Kim Yoonhwan. I know what you are thinking. But look further ahead. Think about what we must do if we are to defeat 《Big Brother》 and eliminate the Great Lords.”


“But, Division Commander!”


“The 「Rupture」 cannot end as merely the ‘Rupture.’ We must always accept small sacrifices to bring about great change. With a little compromise, we can create great change.”


Yoonhwan hated himself for cowardly kneeling before that calm voice.


After hearing everything, Adel nodded.


“I see.”


Members of the 「Rupture」 were leading prisoners away. They were Lost Ones who had abandoned their gods and surrendered. Followers trembling in fear of death and terror of being plundered.


Yoonhwan looked at them and spoke.


“For the past three months, I have thought about it every single day.”


“...”


“I believed I was doing the right thing. I believed that everything would eventually return to what it should be. I believed that if I waited and waited, a just ending would someday come.”


“I see.”


“Then I had this thought just now.”


A fallen prisoner was being trampled by soldiers. Both hands, stretched out as if begging for help, shook pitifully.


Yoonhwan looked at those hands.


“What if this is all there is to the ending I have been waiting for?”


“...”


“What if, as long as scenes like this exist, a just ending can never come?”


For a moment, Yoonhwan held some hope.


If it was Adel, this old aide who had noticed how the 「Rupture」 had lost its humanity, perhaps he would agree with Yoonhwan at least a little.


“You are mistaken, Company Commander. The ‘ending’ has not come yet.”


“What?”


“Once 《Big Brother》 falls, everything will surely be resolved.”


Yoonhwan opened his mouth slightly, then shut it again.


A deep sense of disappointment rose within him.


So this man thought that way too.


Yoonhwan suppressed the resistance surging inside him and asked, “Will 《Big Brother》 revive the souls that have died? Will it make all the wounds people have suffered disappear as though they never happened?”


“Perhaps. If we defeat 《Big Brother》 and reach the 「First Nightmare」, we will be able to control everything in this world. Perhaps even time.”


“Time?”


“Yes.”


Adel looked toward the battle at the distant fortress.


Chronos’s Sanctuary, which had rewound time again and again, was crumbling.


“Even the Eight Divine Thrones can only control time on that scale, but it will be different at the end of the 《Tree of Illusion》. We might be able to turn back all time and recover everything we have lost.”


Turn back time?


Unpleasant memories from the Tower of Nightmares flashed through Yoonhwan’s mind.


Yoonhwan clenched his teeth and shouted, “That will not solve anything. Even if we can turn back time, even if the wounds people suffered become as though they never happened, that does not mean those wounds truly never existed. That time was real, even if no one remembers it.”


“...”


“Do you understand what I mean? I mean, I...”


Yoonhwan’s words became incoherent and trailed off.


The emotions welling up inside him had numbed his tongue.


“So that is what you think, Company Commander.”


For some reason, the calmness in Adel’s voice felt different from before.


Adel took out a cigarette and lit it.


“When I first joined the 「Rupture」, I thought much the same way. I thought perhaps the 「Rupture」 was the only organization that could change this world’s System.”


“You used the past tense. Does that mean you no longer think that way?”


“That is right.”


“Then why are you still...?”


“Are you asking why I have remained with the 「Rupture」?”


Yoonhwan closed his mouth. Even with their hierarchy, the question felt rude.


“I have been here for too long.”


For a moment, Adel looked like an old beast that had spent far too many years locked inside a zoo cage.


“I have spent seven hundred years in the 「Rupture」. I have seen many things during that time, and lost many things as well. I watched things I once cherished change. I watched, and watched, and watched the things worthy of being called human disappear.”


Seven hundred years.


Yoonhwan swallowed at that distant length of time.


Any member of the 「Rupture」 would know what had happened seven hundred years ago. Adel, standing before him, was a survivor of the 〈Great Disappearance〉.


“Perhaps I could have changed. If it had been before those things disappeared. If it had been before time swept me along and I gave up on all of it.”


“No. It is not too late. You are still...”


Yoonhwan stopped himself.


He realized how irresponsible those words were, how thoughtless and clumsy that comfort would be.


Yoonhwan knew nothing of Adel’s seven hundred years. He knew nothing of the pain or sorrow Adel had endured.


Adel smiled faintly.


“You sound like my friend.”


“Your friend?”


“A friend I cherished. The last friend I could still speak with. That friend said the same thing. That it was not too late for me, and that I should go with her.”


Yoonhwan carefully asked, “Where is that friend now...?”


“She left the 「Rupture」 not long ago. She left to find her own path. It was an admirable thing.”


Yoonhwan felt his heart sink coldly.


There was no such thing as “leaving” the 「Rupture」. To leave the 「Rupture」 meant only death.


Yet Adel’s use of “left” did not mean death.


That meant his friend was still alive.


And Yoonhwan knew of one woman who had left the 「Rupture」 alive.


“Both my friend and you have been kind enough to tell me it isn’t too late, Company Commander. But I know myself best. It’s already too late for me.”


Adel paused for breath after saying that.


Then he added one more thing.


“But perhaps it is not too late for someone else.”


A terrible silence fell.


Yoonhwan asked in a trembling voice, “Are you... telling me to leave the 「Rupture」?”


“Did I say such a thing?”


Yoonhwan looked around.


Members of the 「Rupture」 were searching the battlefield everywhere. Prisoners were still being trampled beneath their feet. Hands reaching toward Yoonhwan were ruthlessly crushed. Silver light burst into the air.


Yoonhwan asked in a trembling voice, “You too? Will you come with me...?”


“Oh dear. Can you not do anything alone?”


Yoonhwan closed his mouth.


Could he go? Could he pass through all those countless 「Rupture」 soldiers and reach the place he wanted to go?


No, did he even know where he wanted to go?


Yoonhwan slowly turned his back on Adel.


Then he carefully took one step.


Another step. Then one more.


It was frightening. Terrifying.


No matter how absurd this world was, it frightened him to move away from the world he had believed in.


Even so.


Despite how tightly he clenched his fists, his feet did not move easily. In the end, Yoonhwan’s body slowly turned back toward Adel.


Miserably. Cowardly.


Yet as his body turned halfway around, an image surfaced before Yoonhwan’s eyes.


Someone’s back.


Yoonhwan stood with his body awkwardly twisted and stared blankly at that back.


He felt as though he might cry.


It was the back of the man he had once trusted and followed more than anyone. The man who had never retreated before hardship and had protected his Allies.


Without realizing it, Yoonhwan walked toward that back.


Like a drunk man, or a madman, he staggered onward toward it.


How long had he walked like that?


When he came to his senses, Yoonhwan realized he had already taken dozens of steps.


A few members glanced at him.


Yoonhwan looked down at a prisoner lying amid the silver light. A hand that had stretched toward him, only to be trampled in the end.


Yoonhwan stared at it, then slowly knelt and gently took the prisoner’s hand.


Everyone on the battlefield watched.


Adel’s voice came from behind him.


“Company Commander. In return for telling me those secrets, I will tell you this. My ‘friend’ went to Seventh Site.”


The prisoner with closed eyes dissolved into silver light.


Yoonhwan rose to his feet. Then he began walking again.


This time, there was not the slightest hesitation in his steps.


Without looking back, Yoonhwan said, “Farewell, Adel.”


Only Adel realized that Yoonhwan had shifted into a more formal tone.


Adel nodded.


“Travel safely.”


“I hope we may meet again someday.”


“I hope not. We will be enemies when that time comes.”


Yoonhwan resumed walking.


His friend’s back was no longer visible. Yet even without seeing it, Yoonhwan now knew where he needed to go. It felt as if he could see the path his friend had taken first, stretching across the distant battlefield.


Could he meet that bastard again?


Yoonhwan shook his head as he walked.


He began retracing the path his old friend had taken, one step at a time.
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After joining Cheongheo’s group, Jaehwan was briefed on the situation in the 《Abyss》. The 「Rupture」 had formed an alliance with the Great Lords, and Maiad had begun a war to conquer the Abyss.


“I see.”


It was shocking news, but Jaehwan merely nodded calmly.


The 「Rupture」, an organization of Awakened Ones, joining hands with the Great Lords was certainly startling. Still, if it was Maiad, Jaehwan thought such a thing was entirely possible.


“Kid, you know this already, but rushing into the Eighth Site right now would be reckless.”


Cheongheo immediately tried to stop him, worried Jaehwan would head straight for Maiad.


Jaehwan looked at Cheongheo for a moment before asking, “What happened to the people at the auction house?”


“They…”


Cheongheo told him about the people who had scattered after the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉. According to him, most of Jaehwan’s acquaintances from the 〈Metaverse〉 who had rushed to save him that day were still alive. Some had been captured by the 「Rupture」, while others were still on the run, but the important thing was that they were alive.


“The ‘King of Crows’ is missing. He was probably captured by the 「Rupture」 or went into hiding for a while. Martis and the Goddess of Fate are leading the ‘Gods of Tomorrow’ in guerrilla resistance against the 「Rupture」. And…”


He added that gods friendly to Jaehwan, including Shiyu, Thanatos, and the God of the Deep Sea Russell, were also being pursued by the 「Rupture」.


Then Jaehwan asked what he had been wondering all along.


“What about Andersen?”


Runald abruptly raised his head. Cheongheo fell silent for a moment.


The crew of Destruction had also heard about Andersen through 《Little Brother》.


“They have not found the remains of ‘Naked Andersen.’ The same goes for her Vicegerent.”


At the final moment, Andersen had descended upon her Vicegerent, Rachel Young, to protect Jaehwan.


For a long time, Jaehwan stared down at his empty fist.


As if trying to comfort him, Cheongheo said, “The others will likely be near the Seventh Site. It is one of the few places in the 《Abyss》 where they can hide. Many residents from the Eighth Site have relocated there as well.”


Sirwen clapped her hands at Cheongheo’s words.


“We happen to be near the Seventh Site now. Want to stop by?”


Jaehwan looked down at the Seventh Site spread out beneath the airship.


Compared to the other Sites, it had the distinct atmosphere of an old, abandoned city.


As he gazed at the view below, he recalled the names of those who had helped him, one by one. Without them, Jaehwan would not be here now.


“I’ll take a quick look around.”


Karlton and Runald rose from their seats as though competing.


“I will escort you, Fortress Lord.”


“Jaehwan-nim, me too.”


“I’ll park the airship nearby and follow you.”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“I’ll go alone. The rest of you can join me after assessing the situation.”


“You’re going off alone again to cause some kind of trouble…”


Jaehwan silently looked at Cheongheo.


With a soft sigh, Cheongheo sat back down.


“Fine, kid. But only for a little while.”


Jaehwan gave a brief nod and left the airship.


* * *


The Martial World Inn had recently opened its second branch on the Seventh Site. It was not because business had gone well enough to expand.


It was because both the main branch and the first branch had gone under.


“This makes two businesses that have already failed.”


Manri Shintong suddenly grumbled as he folded dumplings in the kitchen.


Baeko, who was making dumplings beside him, yawned and muttered, “At least it would have been unfair if we had failed because the food tasted bad.”


“Exactly.”


The Tower where they had opened their main branch had fallen, and they had fled the Eighth Site, where they had opened their first branch. Looking back, both the fall of the 〈Metaverse〉 and their escape from the Eighth Site had been Manri Shintong’s decisions. He had no one to complain to.


Still, he made dumplings yesterday and today.


Waiting for the day the man who had once liked these dumplings returned.


After focusing on the dumplings for a long time, Manri Shintong suddenly stopped moving. A large, glistening dumpling rested atop his aged hand.


Baeko asked, “Is that the ‘Today’s Dumpling’?”


“Yes.”


Today’s Dumpling. It was the finest dumpling Manri Shintong made once every day. He never sold it, instead keeping it on the highest tier of the steamer.


Baeko knew who Manri Shintong made that dumpling for.


“Master.”


“Baeko.”


“Yes?”


“Why haven’t you improved at all?”


“How would I know that?”


Grumbling, Baeko put down the dumpling wrapper and headed for the entrance.


A customer had arrived.


“Welcome.”


Two customers lifted the inn’s curtain and entered side by side.


One was a gaunt man missing an arm. The other wore an eyepatch over one eye. It was an unusual pair.


“One dumpling. One bowl of noodles.”


“The same for me.”


Baeko looked between the two men.


The residents of 〈Epoche〉 on the Seventh Site were all a little unhinged by nature. These two had physical disabilities, but they did not look unhinged.


‘Outsiders?’


Baeko gathered World Force into his dantian and asked, “Are you together?”


“No.”


The one-armed man answered first. The two men lightly glared at each other, then took seats in opposite corners of the inn.


Baeko asked again, “The noodles come with chicken broth. Is that all right?”


“I know. Bring it as usual.”


He knew? Had this person been here before?


Without lowering his guard, Baeko bowed and headed into the kitchen.


He had no choice. Both men were incredibly powerful.


“Master. I think we have a problem.”


“Are they 「Rupture」 bastards?”


“I don’t know. Their faces are covered. But they seem to know our chicken broth, so I think they have eaten here before.”


“They know our chicken broth?”


“Don’t get your hopes up. It definitely isn’t him.”


Manri Shintong’s eyebrows drooped at Baeko’s words.


Looking fed up, he casually prepared the chicken broth and placed large dumplings on two plates.


“Take these out.”


“Yes, sir.”


Using a swift movement technique, Baeko placed the food on the customers’ tables.


The two men picked up dumplings at the same time and raised them to their mouths as though competing. Then they muttered at the same time.


“Delicious.”


“Not bad.”


As Baeko wondered which one he should agree with, the two men muttered again.


“The taste hasn’t changed.”


“The trip was worth it.”


Their gazes collided in midair. Ominous World Pressure stirred.


Baeko wondered if they were really about to start a fight over something so stupid. Just as he hurriedly moved to stop them, someone appeared at the inn’s entrance.


“Welco…”


Baeko could not finish speaking. The cold World Force pouring from the intruder froze his entire body.


[Is this Manri Shintong’s shop?]


The moment Baeko heard that voice, the hairs on his back stood up. He spotted the massive ring-pommel saber slung across the intruder’s back.


There was only one god who used a weapon that large.


One of the Seven Stars, Thousand-Weight God Ayato.


Baeko barely calmed his boiling blood and answered, “That’s right.”


[Bring Manri Shintong out.]


“Why are you looking for my master?”


The next moment, Baeko felt his shoulder sink completely. Before he could even scream, his body was forced down toward the floor.


It felt as if the entire surrounding zone was mercilessly crushing him.


Baeko’s face turned pale. He was strong enough not to lose to most high-grade gods, yet he had been subdued this easily.


Silver blood spilled from Baeko’s mouth. Just as he barely managed to move his lips, a voice spoke.


“Please let the child go.”


Manri Shintong came outside.


With a casual gesture from Thousand-Weight God Ayato, the pressure released Baeko. He collapsed to the floor, gasping.


Thousand-Weight God Ayato glared at Manri Shintong.


[You are Manri Shintong.]


“That is correct.”


[Tell me where the 「Void Sword」 is.]


“I do not know.”


[Your Manri Eye should be able to find it.]


“Even the Manri Eye cannot see everything.”


[I will count to three. If you do not find a way by then, both you and this inn will vanish from the 《Abyss》.]


Immense World Pressure began bearing down on the entire inn once more.


Manri Shintong looked up at the unsteadily shaking roof. It felt as though a massive weight was testing itself atop the inn.


“That’s far enough.”


The one-armed man, who had finished every dish on his table, stood up.


At the same time, Thousand-Weight God Ayato’s World Pressure scattered.


This was someone powerful enough to nullify the World Pressure of a Seven Star.


Manri Shintong turned around as though he already knew who it was.


“Manri Shintong. That was good. Since you fed me, I should pay the price.”


The one-armed man removed the hood covering his head.


He was the God of the Deep Sea Russell, who had helped Jaehwan during the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉.


Thousand-Weight God Ayato’s eyes widened in surprise.


“Russell? What are you doing here?”


“Thousand-Weight God. Leave before I count to three. Then I will spare you.”


The World Force of Thousand-Weight God Ayato and Russell churned and collided at the center of the inn.


Both Thousand-Weight God Ayato and the God of the Deep Sea Russell were members of the Seven Stars. Yet Russell had not fully recovered from the injuries he sustained during the recent massacre.


Thousand-Weight God Ayato sneered at him.


“A one-armed bastard who has not even recovered…”


In response, Russell’s World Pressure grew more violent.


Thousand-Weight God Ayato’s face darkened. No matter how favorable the fight was for him, Russell was prepared to die with his opponent. Even if Thousand-Weight God Ayato won, he would not emerge unharmed.


The balance of World Force shifted when more gods entered through the inn’s entrance.


“Looks like you could not manage alone after all, Thousand-Weight God.”


“Bang. How pathetic! Bang.”


Two more Seven Stars had entered the inn.


God of Enhancement Grade.


Cannon God Cannoneer.


Russell narrowed his eyes.


He had heard about them as well.


Gods who had risen to become Seven Stars after the God of Javelins Turis and the God of Sleet Pao died during the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉.


Cannoneer opened their mouth.


“Bang. Russell, leave before I count to three or I’ll fire. Bang.”


“The Seven Stars have fallen to the gutter. Even a useless bastard like you can become a Seven Star now?”


Russell’s taunt made the short Cannoneer open their Sanctuary. Cannon barrels began appearing one by one behind them.


It was the Innate Setting of Cannon God Cannoneer, 「Divine Artillery」, said to be capable of wiping out a medium-sized Site alone.


God of Enhancement Grade was also pouring World Force into the longsword drawn from their waist.


「+183 Beginner’s Sword」.


It was a Part with the utterly absurd concept of enhancing a beginner weapon to its absolute limit, giving it monstrous destructive power despite its light weight.


Thousand-Weight God Ayato spoke.


“We strike together.”


Russell clenched his fist.


Even though he was known as one of the most tenacious among the Seven Stars, fighting three Seven Stars alone was impossible. His injuries had yet to heal as well. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have retreated here.


But Russell was different today.


“If you keep sitting there, the dumpling shop you like will disappear.”


“…”


“Losing the 〈Metaverse〉 was not enough for you, Leader?”


At those words, the man quietly chewing dumplings in one corner of the inn muttered, “It has been a long time since anyone called me that.”


“Long time, my ass. It has only been three months.”


Only then did the Seven Stars notice the man’s presence, and their eyes widened.


Leader Eoduksi.


The owner of the 〈Metaverse〉 and the man who had once been the first Star of the Seven Stars.


Rumor said his power approached the Eight Heavens. When he slowly rose to his feet, the mood inside the inn changed once again.


Cannoneer stared in shock.


“Bang. What… no way? Bang.”


“Was the Leader here too?”


The moment the Leader stood up, the World Pressure of Cannon God Cannoneer and God of Enhancement Grade vanished.


Russell grinned. The Leader could easily take on two Seven Stars alone.


“This should be worth trying.”


Yet despite the Leader’s appearance, the Seven Stars did not retreat.


The Leader’s eyes darkened as he watched them. The fact that they did not back down even now meant they had something to rely on.


Then, as if they had been waiting for this moment, the final customer appeared at the inn’s entrance.
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A slender woman who looked nearly eight feet tall stood inside the inn. She briefly swept her lofty gaze across the room before spotting the Leader.


[So the rat of the Metaverse was hiding in a place like this.]


“Cheonryung.”


One of the Eight Heavens.


Covenant Heaven, Cheonryung, the God of Contract.


Russell’s expression darkened slightly. Russell had never expected an Eight Heaven to appear here.


The Leader spoke calmly.


“You must be out of your mind to join the 「Rupture」 because you had nowhere else to go.”


[Is there a single god in the current 《Abyss》 who is in their right mind?]


Cheonryung smiled strangely, then let out a battle cry. Furniture and tables flew in every direction as terrifying World Force overturned the inn.


Baeko cried out and hid behind Manri Shintong.


“Baeko, protect the kitchen.”


“I can barely protect my own life.”


“Today’s Dumpling is in there.”


“Is Today’s Dumpling really important right now?”


Cheonryung glowed with blue light.


[There is no need to drag this out. I will finish it quickly.]


At Cheonryung’s command, the inn’s roof exploded, and four Gigantes were summoned. The shockwaves from the Gigantes swept away every nearby store, along with the residents of the Seventh Site who had been stupidly staring their way.


Russell manifested his Sanctuary at nearly the same time.


Sanctuary Manifestation.

「Deep Sea」


Surging waves swept through the area. The Leader ran across their surface.


Part, 「Metallic Ash」


Steel armor flew in from the air and covered the Leader’s body. Ash-gray matter flowed in from somewhere and formed a long blade in his right hand.


The Leader’s signature technique, the one that had driven Jaehwan into a corner, was unfolding.


The combination of the Part 「Ash Sword」 and the Setting 「Ash Pentagon」.


It was the Leader Eoduksi’s strongest combination, creating a one-on-one battle inside a Pentagon of death, where he could never lose.


Cheonryung, the God of Contract, spoke.


[I will activate the power of ‘Contract.’]


Sparks erupted from Cheonryung’s Gigantes as her Setting, 「Exclusive Contract」, activated.


[I will place a contract of ‘many-on-one combat’ over this area.]


Then a message appeared.


[A ‘many-on-one combat’ restriction has been imposed on the zone within a five-kilometer radius.]

[Settings that require ‘one-on-one combat’ cannot be used within the affected radius.]

[As a condition of the contract, the individual on the ‘one’ side of ‘many-on-one’ will receive a 20 percent increase in World Force.]


The Leader frowned after reading the messages. At first glance, the contract seemed more favorable to him and Russell, who were outnumbered. They had gained a 20 percent increase in World Force in an already unfavorable situation.


The problem was the cost.


Cheonryung said, [I already know all your Settings are specialized for ‘one-on-one combat.’ The 「Ash Sword」 and 「Ash Pentagon」 you possess are only useful in one-on-one battles.]


The Leader’s Metallic Ash collided head-on with Cheonryung’s Gigantes.


The 「Ash Sword」, which had troubled countless gods until now, could not display any power at all. Its Setting, which turned everything it touched to ash, did not activate. Since he could not use 「Ash Pentagon」 either, he could not force a one-on-one fight.


Kwoooooong!


A barrage of World Force fired from Cheonryung’s Gigantes swept across the Leader’s entire body. Cracks began to spread through the 「Metallic Ash」 he had been so proud of.


[So the owner of the Metaverse was nothing special after all. Is that all your fake Three Divine Artifacts can do?]


The Leader did not answer.


He still had 「Time Rewind」, his greatest trump card, but unfortunately, he could no longer use that Setting. His link with Chronos had been severed when he fought Jaehwan in the 〈Metaverse〉.


Even if the link had remained intact, that Setting would no longer have been usable.


Chronos was no longer one of the Eight Divine Thrones of the 《Abyss》.


“You talk too much.”


The Leader coated his sword in pure World Force and drove consecutive sword strikes into Cheonryung’s Gigantes. His primary Settings had been blocked, but that did not mean he was weak without them.


The Leader had once served as a Division Commander within the 「Rupture」.


The problem was that Cheonryung was one of the Eight Heavens of the 《Abyss》, and she was riding a Gigantes that amplified her World Force.


Thud!


Cheonryung’s full-force punch struck the Leader’s entire body. He flew away with a deafening boom and crashed into a ruined building nearby.


The Leader quickly clawed his way out of the ruins, but silver blood spilled from his mouth as though he had suffered internal injuries.


“Damn it. Help me first, Leader!”


Russell shouted while struggling to withstand three Seven Stars. Russell’s one arm moved frantically, batting away the World Force of all three Seven Stars, but the limit was near.


[Bang. Boom! Bang.]

[Just die already, Russell.]


It was not easy to endure Cannoneer’s bombardment, Thousand-Weight God’s interference, and the God of Enhancement’s decisive strikes that came rushing in whenever Russell showed an opening.


Fortunately, aside from Thousand-Weight God, the other two had only recently become Seven Stars and did not possess exceptional combat sense. Still, it was obvious how the battle would end if this continued.


Cheonryung said, [Those two are also on the 「Rupture」’s wanted list. Let us behead them all and bring their heads to the Commander.]


Russell bit down hard while watching the four Gigantes approach. The World Force condensed in that one arm became a wave and shot toward the enemies. Sharks emerged from the waves, bared their sharp teeth, and lunged for the Gigantes’ armor.


Crunch!


Cheonryung’s Gigantes easily caught and tore apart the sharks, then charged straight at Russell. Russell barely moved his feet in time to avoid the first attack.


The problem was that the kitchen stood where Cheonryung’s fist had struck.


With a thunderous boom, Manri Shintong’s dumpling flew into the air.


“Today’s Dumpling!”


“Master? No, damn it.”


Baeko ran in place of his master, who was reaching for the dumpling.


Cheonryung’s second strike was already crashing down exactly where Today’s Dumpling was.


As time seemed to slow, Baeko gave a hollow laugh.


To think I’m going to die trying to save a dumpling.


His sigh quickly turned into resignation.


He had lived without any particular goal or ambition.


Baeko knew his own talent well. No matter how hard he worked, he could never become a powerhouse like the Leader or Jaehwan. Nor was he an outstanding cook.


He would live an ordinary life and meet an ordinary death.


This was simply that moment.


Baeko gave his master, who was watching from afar, a bitter smile.


Find yourself a better Disciple.


The moment Baeko quietly muttered those words, shielded the dumpling in his hands, and squeezed his eyes shut, brilliant radiance burst from the darkness.


Lukewarm World Force embraced him like broth spilling from a damaged xiaolongbao.


He thought Cheonryung’s attack had landed, but no pain came no matter how much time passed.


When Baeko carefully opened his eyes, he met Manri Shintong’s gaze from afar.


Manri Shintong’s lips were moving.


‘You are late.’


Baeko’s eyes slowly widened.


Tssssss.


Someone was catching the Gigantes’ massive fist directly in front of him.


A golden torrent surged around that person’s entire body.


The moment Baeko saw that light, he understood.


His master was Manri Shintong, the man who could see farther than anyone else in the 《Abyss》.


Only then did Baeko understand why his master had prepared that dumpling.


Through the [Manri Eye], Manri Shintong had foreseen this very moment.


“It has been a long time.”


Baeko had once hated that man.


That man had destroyed the 〈Metaverse〉.


Wherever he walked, the worlds where people lived had been shattered.


Yet Baeko was glad that destruction had come to him now.


“I have waited a long time.”


Baeko staggered to his feet and handed the man the dumpling.


The man held the Gigantes’ fist in one hand and accepted the dumpling with the other. He stared at it for a moment before asking, “Was this made today?”


“Yes. Master made them every day, always waiting for your return.”


Without hesitation, Jaehwan took a bite.


“It is delicious.”


Cheonryung muttered in disbelief as Jaehwan calmly ate the dumpling right before her eyes.


[What the hell are you······?]


The Seven Stars who saw Jaehwan all muttered at once.


[Th-that bastard is...]

[God Slayer. It is God Slayer Jaehwan!]


At the words God Slayer, Cheonryung hurriedly stepped back more than ten paces.


There was no one in the current 《Abyss》 who did not know the reputation of the God Slayer.


An Awakened One whose name stood alongside the gods who had reached the top of the 《Abyss》 in just half a year.


He had destroyed the 〈Metaverse〉, slaughtered gods, and fought the great Rupture Lord head-on.


Russell weakly smiled and raised a hand.


“It has been a long time, God Slayer.”


“You are alive.”


“I got lucky.”


“Were you protecting them?”


“The dumpling was good.”


Jaehwan gave a light nod at Russell’s answer.


Jaehwan had felt it in the 〈Metaverse〉 too, but Russell was a surprisingly generous god for someone with such an appearance.


The Leader staggered out of the ruins and walked toward Jaehwan.


“I will handle Cheonryung. You take the three Seven Stars.”


The Leader was still doing things entirely his own way.


Jaehwan looked at the Leader, who staggered beneath half-destroyed 「Metallic Ash」 armor.


“Rest. I am enough on my own.”


The Leader bristled and stepped toward Jaehwan, but Russell stopped him.


The Leader finally came to his senses and looked over Jaehwan’s back. His expression gradually filled with shock.


Russell murmured, “I am surprised every time I see you. Just how strong have you become······?”


Jaehwan walked forward. A radiance of World Force on an entirely different level flowed from his whole body.


It was not as dazzling as the power of the Rupture Lord or the other Eight Divine Thrones. Yet Russell and the Leader saw an insurmountable wall in that utterly restrained presence.


It was a wall they had seen before.


Eight Divine Thrones.


It could not be.


Only three months ago, Jaehwan had been on equal footing with the Eight Heavens. Even if he had trained with the resolve to die, it had only been three months.


Could someone become this strong in just three months?


[Attack.]


Cheonryung and the Seven Stars sensed that something was wrong and charged Jaehwan together.


They had heard plenty about the God Slayer’s power. Still, there were four of them.


One Eight Heaven and three Seven Stars.


Even if their opponent was an Eight Divine Throne, they had enough strength to fight.


Kwoooong!


The moment Jaehwan’s bare fist collided with the Gigantes, cracking sounds came from its shell.


[Argh!]


Thousand-Weight God screamed as the arm that had collided with Jaehwan vanished.


「Naked」


Andersen’s Innate Setting.


The Setting that displayed invincible power against opponents wearing Clothes was spreading through Jaehwan’s entire body.


The startled God of Enhancement swung their sword toward Jaehwan’s side with tremendous force.


Crunch.


[What?]


God of Enhancement Grade’s shocked eyes trembled. Their prized 「+183 Beginner’s Sword」 broke as it collided with Jaehwan’s fist.


Jaehwan’s cold eyes followed the sword as it flew away.


“It looks like a toy.”


The horrified gods quickly pulled back and shouted.


[His Setting is dangerous! Bombard him from a distance!]


Led by Cannoneer, who specialized in bombardment, Cheonryung and the Seven Stars began firing World Force recklessly from afar.


Jaehwan did not panic. He drew Solitary Existence and deflected the incoming blasts of World Force.


[Bang. Die! Die! Die! Twakakakak! Bang.]


Perhaps because the broken Solitary Existence made it difficult to wield his World Force properly, Jaehwan advanced somewhat slowly.


Cannoneer muttered in a voice filled with disbelief.


[Bang. How can this be······ What is that bastard? Bang.]


The barrage Cannoneer had just fired contained all of their World Force. It was an attack that even an Eight Heaven could not have emerged from unharmed.


Yet Jaehwan had blocked it without a single wound.


[I cannot believe it. We are losing in World Force.]

[It is not because of World Force. It is because of his Setting, ‘Naked.’ It is the only Setting in the 《Abyss》 that can face Gigantes.]


Cheonryung ground her teeth and shouted quickly.


[I will form a ‘Setting Seal’ Contract!]


At the same time, sparks raced across Cheonryung and Jaehwan’s bodies.


[A restriction has been imposed on the ‘Naked’ Setting within a five-kilometer radius.]

[The ‘Naked’ Setting cannot be used within the affected radius.]

[As a condition of the Contract, the physical abilities of the owner of ‘Naked’ will temporarily increase, while the World Force of Contract caster Cheonryung will be reduced by half.]


The Contract had cost half of Cheonryung’s World Force.


Still, she had no choice if she wanted to seal Jaehwan’s 「Naked」.


Cheonryung watched the power of Jaehwan’s Setting vanish and smiled in triumph. Without that Setting, there was nothing to fear from the God Slayer.


[Now...]


Cheonryung’s Gigantes began to twist from an abnormal reaction.


[······?]


Silver light burst from Cheonryung’s seven orifices just from maintaining the Contract.


Cheonryung screamed from inside the Gigantes.


[Quickly! Kill him quickly!]


Only then did the Seven Stars realize that something was seriously wrong. They looked at one another.


[Cannoneer. We will lend you our World Force.]


Thousand-Weight God and the God of Enhancement supplied World Force to Cannon God Cannoneer at the same time. The God of Enhancement strengthened Cannoneer’s shells, while Thousand-Weight God made them heavier.


The World Force of three Seven Stars began raging through Cannoneer’s cannon barrels.


Watching this, Jaehwan looked down at his broken Solitary Existence.


Unfortunately, he could not perform a proper Stab with that sword.


Jaehwan gave a small sigh and took a stance as though he had no choice.


“Catch!”


Manri Shintong threw a sword from afar.


The hilt settled into Jaehwan’s hand as though it had belonged to him since birth.


The moment he gripped it, he knew.


Hummmmm.


It was Dokbul.


“The Dream Demon left it at this inn before departing.”


The Dream Demon could only mean Ignel of the Deep Dusk.


Jaehwan had already intended to go retrieve the Dokbul he had left behind, but Ignel seemed to have entrusted it to Manri Shintong first.


Jaehwan lightly rolled the sword in his hand and took a Stab stance.


Rumble...


With this, he felt he could perform a proper Stab.


Golden radiance churned in Jaehwan’s eyes as terrifying World Force began to gather at Dokbul’s tip.


Cannoneer’s eyes widened after sensing that momentum.


Thousand-Weight God said, [Do not be afraid, Cannoneer. The three of us can fight even an Eight Divine Throne!]


Jaehwan answered, “Then it seems you have never fought an Eight Divine Throne.”


He calmly stared at Cheonryung and the Seven Stars.


Three months ago, they would have been formidable opponents.


But to the current Jaehwan, they were no different from high-grade gods.


The Eight Divine Thrones he had encountered so far had likely felt the same way.


To the absolute rulers of the 《Abyss》, there were only gods who were Eight Divine Thrones and gods who were not.


No matter how many Seven Stars or Eight Heavens attacked, they could not defeat an Eight Divine Throne.


Cannoneer’s enraged cannon barrels began firing. Enough World Force to turn the entire area into a wasteland erupted with a deafening roar.


Jaehwan slowly closed his eyes.


It was not a particularly special movement.


He lightly inhaled, then exhaled. It was an action as ordinary as breathing.


Like a single ripple spreading across still water, Jaehwan opened his eyes.


「World Stab」


Then the sound before him vanished.


A black hole appeared around Jaehwan’s utterly compressed Stab. Nearby light seemed to be sucked into it, and the light of the world went out in an instant.


Only after Jaehwan sheathed his sword did light burst forth, like thunder arriving after lightning had struck.


It looked as though a world had been shattered and opened anew.


Supported by Baeko, Manri Shintong could barely watch the sight unfold.


Nothing remained in the world swept through by Jaehwan’s Stab.


Neither Cheonryung, the mighty God of Contract, nor the Seven Stars could be seen.


No god, no Follower, no faith, perhaps not even a world remained.


The world Jaehwan’s Stab had torn through shook like a ripped canvas, and Jaehwan’s Unique World surged beyond it.


Watching that sight, Manri Shintong realized it once more.


Destruction had returned.


At the center of that destroyed world, Jaehwan spoke.


“Manri Shintong. Gather the Companions of the 〈Metaverse〉.”


Jaehwan’s golden eyes met the eye floating in Manri Shintong’s sky.


“We are starting a war.”


Footnotes:
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The Seventh Site of the 《Abyss》, Epoche.


Leaning against the terrace of the central palace, 〈Edmund〉, Yu Seolha looked down at the Site’s exterior and recalled a passage from the book she had been reading until moments ago.


「This is a place where time has stopped. Gods, souls, and everything else. As its name suggests, it is a place where beings weary of life gather after giving up judgment.」


It was a passage from 『Assuring Despair』, written by Pierre, the God of Madness.


Pierre, the God of Madness.


An eccentric god who had spent his life helping low-grade gods in the Abyss.


Any god who had spent even a little time in the Abyss would know his name. His books, 『101 Tiny Tips for Beginner Gods』 and 『Hymn to the God Complex』, were required reading for novice gods trying to survive.


『Assuring Despair』 in particular was Pierre’s final book, a work about Epoche, the Seventh Site. According to what had been passed down, Pierre discovered this Seventh Site and suffered soul extinction.


For reference, the final sentence of the book read:


「Where the hope of the 《Abyss》 sets.」


Yu Seolha gazed out the window and pondered the meaning of that final sentence.


In the quiet scenery, scattered conversations between souls tickled her ears. The souls talking were two men, each advanced in years.


“Hey, you know it too, right? The Abyss is completely wrong now.”


“It is. Completely wrong.”


“What’s going to happen to the world?”


“It’s finished.”


“The world will end soon.”


“Yes, it will.”


“Then goodbye.”


“You too.”


The two men parted ways. Five minutes later, they met again in the same place. Then they began talking.


“Hey, you know it too, right? The Abyss is completely wrong now.”


“It is. Completely wrong.”


“What’s going to happen to the world?”


“It’s finished.”


“The world will end soon.”


“Yes, it will.”


“Then goodbye.”


“You too.”


They exchanged the exact same conversation, then parted in the same way they had five minutes earlier. Another five minutes passed, and the two men appeared in the same place again.


“Hey, you know it too, right? The Abyss is completely wrong now.”


“It is. Completely wrong.”


······


A conversation repeated without end.


Listening in on it, Yu Seolha felt an indescribable sadness. Only she could feel some emotion that both the speakers and listener had lost long ago. Perhaps it was an ancient despair. Or perhaps the shadow of a word that had once been called despair.


The Seventh Site, Epoche.


Every being living in this place was like those two men. Like patients suffering from short-term memory loss, they lived the same moments over and over again.


Epoche.


The gods’ Alzheimer’s, where they suspended judgment on all things and rejected the future.


Gods who had remained sane for too long and developed severe problems in their memory circuits confined themselves here, unable to go anywhere else. Most of the gods here had few Followers left to care for them, and almost no faith left to sustain themselves.


A place where gods waited only for their coming soul extinction while living among fragments of the past.


That was the Seventh Site, 「Epoche」.


Yu Seolha opened the final page of 『Assuring Despair』 on the table.


Epoche. Where the hope of the Abyss sets.


It was Pierre, the God of Madness’s final sentence, and the final sentence Yu Seolha had to deny.


She had come here to find the Abyss’s “last hope,” a hope that had not yet set. For that single thread of hope, she had been staying in this central palace for three months already.


Is it time?


Yu Seolha headed to the central palace’s audience chamber.


Someone sat upon the throne in the audience chamber, where white dust had settled everywhere.


White robes that looked, at a glance, like burial clothes. He was a pale man from head to toe, like an invalid who had not seen sunlight in a long time.


Just as Yu Seolha’s brow creased slightly, his bloodless lips moved.


[O······ O! O!]


“······.”


“It has! Been a long time, Seolha.”


“What do you mean, long time? We saw each other yesterday. Do you have to start the same way every time?”


“Still! It has been a long time.”


“You said that yesterday too.”


[I am! Glad to see you again.]


“I feel like I’ve heard you say that over a hundred times in the last three months.”


[Is! That so.]


“I’m going to get a neurosis. How long are you going to keep repeating the same things?”


The man did not answer. His lips moved strangely, as though he was smiling and crying at once.


Yu Seolha did not smile.


“Nameless, are you at least trying to imitate the people here? You do not have Epoche.”


She knew the man before her. No, few in the Abyss would not know him.


The 《Abyss》 called him by the following epithet.


Nameless, the God of Madness.


He was one of the Eight Divine Thrones and ruled Epoche, the Abyss’s Seventh Site.


I need Nameless’s strength.


Right after leaving 「Rupture」 and parting temporarily from Cheongheo’s “Guides of Destruction,” Yu Seolha had come straight to this Site.


At present, Nameless was the only being with power great enough to oppose 「Rupture」.


Yu Seolha was certain.


With his strength, even this unfavorable fight would be worth attempting.


Yet persuading him had proven harder than expected. For three months now, Yu Seolha had done nothing but accumulate stress while dealing with Nameless as he played dumb.


“Phew······.”


After taking a deep breath, Yu Seolha decided to be patient. This was not something that could be resolved in a day or two. She had prepared herself for that from the beginning.


“I told you yesterday, and I told you today, but I’ll say it one last time.”


[Any! Time.]


“「Rupture」 has joined hands with the Great Lords and begun conquering the Abyss. You know that, right?”


[I! Do.]


“So far, three Sites have fallen. The Third Site, Tropical Night. The Fourth Site, Syndrome. Even the Fifth Site, Ragnarok. According to information I just received, the Dragon God’s Second Site, Naraka, which held out until the end, is also on the verge of defeat.”


[Is! That so.]


“What do you mean, is that so? Do you not understand what is happening right now?”


Her frustrated voice echoed through the empty audience chamber.


“Where do you think 「Rupture」’s next target will be? Right here, your Seventh Site!”


[They! Will not come.]


“Why? Why do you think that?”


Nameless did not answer.


Yu Seolha gave a small laugh and asked, “Ah, is it because you used to be a member of 「Rupture」?”


“······.”


“No. It would be more accurate to say you were one of 「Rupture」’s founders.”


Three beings had created the first 「Rupture」.


Maiad, the Commander, and Buddha, the First Division Commander.


Then there was one more.


That was the god before her, Nameless.


[They! Will not come.]


“No! They will. They will destroy your Site and take you back to 「Rupture」.”


“······.”


“Why are you so indifferent? You felt disillusioned with 「Rupture」 and ran away too. Isn’t that why you wanted to fight against 「Rupture」?”


[No!]


“Then why did you leave?”


[Just! Because.]


Yu Seolha pretended not to hear that answer.


A being who discarded his name when he left 「Rupture」 and became “Nameless.”


Yet he remained so powerful that he still reigned as one of the Abyss’s Eight Divine Thrones.


That was Nameless.


“We need to form a united front immediately. I have forces. A few gods and Awakened Ones who opposed 「Rupture」. Survivors of the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉. I even made contact yesterday with the Divine Throne of the Second Site, which is still fighting. If you join forces with us, then even 「Rupture」 will not be able to...”


[No! Meaning.]


“It does have meaning!”


Nameless slowly closed his eyes, then opened them.


“Strange! Seolha.”


“What is?”


[You! Why are you trying to oppose 「Rupture」······ O! O! O!]


“Why are you suddenly doing that?”


Nameless huffed for a moment, then began writing in the air.


「I cannot speak more than ten words at once.」


“Was that so?”


Yu Seolha paused to think about whether Nameless had ever spoken more than ten words at a time.


“Then just write it. It’s frustrating.”


「You! Why are you trying to oppose Rupture?」


“Do you have to emphasize the beginning even when you write?”


Nameless ignored Yu Seolha and continued writing. Unlike his clumsy speech, Nameless had beautiful handwriting.


「Regardless! Of whether they unify the 《Abyss》 or join hands with the Great Lords, 「Rupture」’s goal remains the overthrow of 《Big Brother》. You have! No reason to stop them.」


Yu Seolha froze.


Nameless’s words had followed a pattern of conversation she had not heard in the past three months.


Nameless was asking a new kind of question.


Feeling both strange anticipation and unease, Yu Seolha answered.


“The Commander cannot defeat 《Big Brother》.”


Nameless immediately noticed something in her certain tone.


「Is it! “World Appraisal”?」


“Yes. The 「World Appraisal」 you transmitted to me.”


「You! Know that Setting is not perfect.」


“Even so, it is usually right.”


Nameless seemed to contemplate something for a long time.


「That! Explanation is insufficient.」


“Insufficient?”


「Even if! The Commander cannot defeat 《Big Brother》, that is not a reason for you to leave 「Rupture」.」


“······.”


「The Commander! Is one of the few beings who can see 《Big Brother》. As things stand! He is the only one who might be able to reach 《Big Brother》······」


Nameless, who had been staring quietly at Yu Seolha, stopped writing.


A strange laugh escaped his lips.


“Another! Hope, you have seen.”


“······.”


“Who is! That hope?”


“That is not important. What matters now is stopping the Commander and 「Rupture」. Reducing needless sacrifices.”


[Needless! Sacrifices.]


Nameless’s expression changed subtly.


[Human! Words.]


“I was surprised too, but I’m still human.”


[Funny!]


Nameless gave a quiet laugh, apparently truly amused, then began writing again.


「I too! Know that the Commander cannot defeat 《Big Brother》. I also! Possess “World Appraisal.” Perhaps! Rather than defeating 《Big Brother》, he will choose to become the nominal ruler of this 《Tree of Illusion》.」


“What? You knew? Then why······!”


「What I! Am saying is that there is no need to stop it.」


“What?”


「Unless! Big Brother is defeated and the System is destroyed, nothing changes. And! 《Big Brother》 is a monster even Ancient Gods cannot defeat. I do not know! What “hope” you saw, but it is impossible. No one! Can defeat 《Big Brother》.」


The despair written in that neat handwriting was so immense that Yu Seolha unconsciously took a step back.


Nameless continued to write.


「Whether! The Commander, the Eight Divine Thrones, or anyone else. The superficial! Master of the 《Abyss》 has always changed. Everything! Is only part of one enormous system of circulation. A great slaughter! In the 《Abyss》 is not happening for the first time. It is only! A passing phenomenon.」


“So you are saying we should just watch it happen?”


「Nothing! Will change anyway.」


“It will change! If we do not give up, we can change it! It is not too late! We can stop 「Rupture」 and build our strength again. If we build our strength again and challenge 《Big Brother》, then...”


Yu Seolha was startled by the sound of her own voice. She had not known such passion still lived within her.


When, and where, had she, who had always been consumed by pessimism, found this hope again?


Yu Seolha knew the answer, but tried not to think about it.


Nameless was smiling.


「Your! Seven hundred years must have been shorter than I thought, Seolha.」


“······.”


「But! Once you live for tens of thousands of years, you will understand. There are despairs too old! To long for change.」


“Damn it. You sound just like my friend.”


Yu Seolha recalled Adel, the friend she had last seen when she left 「Rupture」 not long ago. Adel had worn the same eyes Nameless did when he rejected her offer to leave 「Rupture」 together.


Nameless’s expression was strange.


「A! Friend.」


“Hm?”


Nameless smiled lightly at Yu Seolha’s confused face.


「I too! Had a friend who spoke words like yours.」


“Me? You mean me?”


「There was! A friend who said exactly what you are saying now, Seolha. Back then! I was also very good at speaking.」


Nameless had a friend?


Yu Seolha silently focused on Nameless’s story.


「One day! A Dream Demon came to find me. We! Got along quite well, and wanted similar worlds. He was! A unique friend. Despite being! A Dream Demon, he criticized “cultivation,” and treated himself like a sinner for creating Towers.」


“A Dream Demon who criticized cultivation?”


「He too! Said things much like you do now. That as long as one did not give up! This world could change.」


Suddenly, Yu Seolha thought she knew who that Dream Demon was.


「He was! A Dream Demon, but stronger than any god I knew. He was! The only being in this 《Abyss》 to gather two of the Three Divine Artifacts.」


Two of the Three Divine Artifacts.


Was that Dream Demon truly so powerful?


Yu Seolha could hardly believe it.


「It! Is natural that you would not know, since this is almost unknown. Hundreds! Of years ago, he had the same goal as Maiad does now. Then! He left alone for the “Nest,” where 《Big Brother》 resides.」


“And? What happened?”


「You! Already know, do you not? It happened! Nine hundred years ago. I have never! Heard that he returned. And! The world did not change.」


Yu Seolha felt she could understand the depth of Nameless’s despair.


Even a being who possessed two of the Three Divine Artifacts had failed to hunt 《Big Brother》.


This aged god had abandoned all hope the moment that Dream Demon failed.


「If! 《Big Brother》 cannot be defeated, then it makes no difference who becomes the master of the Abyss. History! Is like that. Things! Like this are nothing.」


His voice could crush even sound hope, and Yu Seolha’s strength left her.


Who could defend their hope before despair accumulated over tens of thousands of years?


Before such a vast perspective and boundless insight, her hope felt painfully insignificant.


Nameless was right.


No matter who ruled the 《Abyss》, nothing would be solved unless the System itself was destroyed.


History repeated itself.


And she was no more than a tiny firefly who lived briefly and passed through that distant history.


“But······.”


Still, she was human. She existed here as a human, and stood here as a human.


So she had to defend herself.


Yet she could not find the answer to what she should say.


That was when an explosion sounded outside the central palace.


Overwhelming World Force pressed down upon the entire palace.


Yu Seolha’s face turned pale.


There was only one possible source for World Force of this magnitude.


“Damn it, do not tell me they are here already.”


It was much faster than expected. She had heard the Second Site would soon fall, but she thought it would take longer for them to reach the Seventh Site.


Yu Seolha drew her unique weapon, 「Thunder Goblin」.


The next moment, the audience chamber doors burst apart, and a man and a boy appeared.


“Wow, I have never seen Jaehwan-nim open a door with his own hands before!”


It was the loud voice of an excitable boy.


Yu Seolha’s expression was a sight to behold once she saw the man’s face.


“You, you······ How are you here?”


He was someone who could not be here.


No, someone who should not be here.


Why was that man here?


“It has been a long time.”


Her answer stood before her.


Footnotes:





Chapter 214 - Episode 28. Rupture (8)

Chapter 214: Episode 28. Rupture (8)

──────


A short while later, Yu Seolha forced Jaehwan and Runald, who had barged in without warning, out of the audience chamber and seated them on a nearby bench.


“Drink.”


“Thank you.”


Runald politely accepted the cup and sipped his coffee. Jaehwan, on the other hand, accepted his with a displeased expression.


Yu Seolha said, “It’s decaf.”


“What difference does that make?”


“It means you won’t die from drinking it.”


Jaehwan stared at the coffee for a moment, then took a sip with the same dissatisfied look.


“Looks like you recovered well.”


“Thanks to you.”


Yu Seolha awkwardly avoided his gaze at Jaehwan’s thanks.


This was the first time they had met since parting at the entrance to the 〈Great Forest〉. If Yu Seolha had not held back the pursuers then, Jaehwan could never have made it here.


That was what he was thanking her for.


Yu Seolha pretended not to care as she glanced over Jaehwan from head to toe.


He had changed.


Nothing about his appearance looked particularly different. Still, Yu Seolha had sharp instincts. There was a difference she could sense, as clear as the difference between caffeinated and decaf coffee.


‘No, this isn’t the time to be thinking about that.’


Once she had calmed down, she remembered what Jaehwan had done. She had finally been close to persuading Nameless to join their side, only for this bastard to suddenly break down the audience chamber door and barge in.


“Hey, you...”


“Did you leave 「Rupture」?”


“Huh? Yeah... I did.”


“Why?”


Yu Seolha fell silent at Jaehwan’s question.


It was something she could never honestly explain. The decisive reason she had left 「Rupture」 was because she had seen Jaehwan’s ‘world.’


Cheongheo approached from the corridor and rescued Yu Seolha after she had spent a long while moving her lips without speaking.


“What, you still haven’t gone into the audience chamber? After smashing the door to pieces and all.”


“Master, you came too?”


“That brat said he had business at the Seventh Site.”


“I was about to ask you that. Why did you come here? I said I’d persuade Nameless.”


Right after leaving 「Rupture」, Yu Seolha had joined Cheongheo’s Allies.


There was nowhere else for her to go, and she believed they would be the first people Jaehwan contacted once he returned.


Even if Jaehwan did return, though, the crew of the Destruction alone could not stand against 「Rupture」.


“So, did Nameless say he’d help?”


“Not yet. But I think he might if I persuade him a little more.”


“Even after you turned the audience chamber door into that?”


“I didn’t do that! I was just about to demand an explanation for it...”


Jaehwan drained his coffee in one gulp, wiped his lips, and rose from his seat. Seeing the cold look in his eyes, Yu Seolha unconsciously took a step back.


What was this? Why was she feeling intimidated right now?


“Wait here.”


Jaehwan headed toward the audience chamber.


“Wait. What exactly are you...”


“Sis, just leave it to Jaehwan-nim.”


Yu Seolha was startled by the bold World Force she sensed from Runald.


When had this guy started giving off an aura like this?


Cheongheo added, “The kid’s right. If you couldn’t do it after three months, it’s better to leave it to him.”


“No, how do you know what that bastard might...”


Jaehwan kicked open the ruined audience chamber door and strode toward Nameless’s throne.


Just as Yu Seolha was about to shout and ask what kind of disrespect this was, Jaehwan spoke in a composed voice.


“Are you Pierre?”


Nameless’s expression changed drastically.


“Who! Are you?”


Yu Seolha forgot even to speak as her mouth fell open.


She looked back and forth between Nameless and Jaehwan.


Pierre? What was that bastard talking about?


Then Nameless spoke again.


“How! Do you know my real name?”


Yu Seolha cried out.


“Pierre? What, you’re that ‘Pierre’?”


Cheongheo asked cluelessly, “Who’s Pierre?”


“Pierre, the God of Madness. Master, haven’t you read 『Hymn to the God Complex』?”


“That title doesn’t make me want to read it.”


“Master really needs to read more books... No, wait. But the book Pierre wrote didn’t have that strange way of speaking.”


While Yu Seolha and Cheongheo noisily chattered, Nameless asked Jaehwan once again.


“I asked! How you know my real name.”


“Your ‘friend’ told me.”


“Friend!”


“Mulack Armelt.”


Nameless was so shocked that he truly seemed to have forgotten how to speak for some time. After a long while, Nameless spoke in a brief, nostalgic murmur.


“You know! Mulack?”


“I have never met him, but I’m definitely the person who knows that dream demon best in the world.”


At those mysterious words, Nameless narrowed his eyes and glared at Jaehwan.


Among the Eight Divine Thrones, Nameless had no equal when it came to manipulation-type Settings. Yet neither his 「World Appraisal」 nor his 「Truth’s Eye」 could properly read the man before him.


“You who! Know Mulack. Why! Have you come to me?”


“To borrow some strength.”


“Seolha’s! Companion.”


Pierre glanced toward Yu Seolha at the audience chamber entrance and continued.


“As I! Told her, I have no intention of sharing your cause.”


“I haven’t asked you to lend it to me yet.”


“What! Does that mean?”


“First, I need to find out whether your strength is worth borrowing.”


Nameless’s eyes widened.


After some time passed, Pierre’s quiet laughter echoed through the chamber.


No, could it even be called laughter?


「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」 「Ha!」


Syllables of laughter drifted chaotically through the air. The madness contained between them brought tension to the faces of Yu Seolha and several Allies.


“Truly! An arrogant...”


Nameless could not finish his words. The immense World Force pouring from Jaehwan’s entire body swallowed his voice.


Nameless realized he had felt World Force like this long ago.


Could it be?


Old memories surfaced one after another.


“Looks like you remember now.”


Buddha. Mulack. The Naked Gods...


The massive forest of black leaves and the open-air bath.


Memories of continuing Molting with them.


The Forest of Madness.


“Great Warrior La-Hamad asked me to give you his regards.”


“La! Hamad.”


Pierre’s body trembled.


Jaehwan continued, “He also told me to ask whether you’ve been keeping up with your Molting. And...”


A serpent’s shadow swirled in Jaehwan’s left eye.


“He said that if you’ve neglected your training, I should make sure you pay the price.”


An ominous aura began to stir within the audience chamber.


The aura of Fall.


Nameless’s face changed as he shot to his feet.


A radiance similar to Jaehwan’s began to shine in Nameless’s eyes. A dazzling mass of World Force filled the entire audience chamber.


* * *


A short while later, all the Allies except Jaehwan stood at the entrance to the Seventh Site’s central palace.


“Will someone explain to me what exactly happened?”


Cheongheo stepped forward first at Yu Seolha’s question.


“Do you want the long version or the short version?”


“The short one.”


“Hmm, it’s hard to explain it briefly.”


“Then why did you ask?”


Cheongheo laughed heartily and told her the story. Naturally, it was the long version. After listening to his rambling explanation for quite some time, Yu Seolha cut him off in irritation.


“Tell me if I’ve got this right.”


Cheongheo nodded, and Yu Seolha began.


“Master is saying everyone went all the way to the Great Forest, right?”


“Right.”


“And Jaehwan met Gestalt, one of the Three Ancient Gods, there?”


“I didn’t meet Gestalt. Jaehwan did.”


“What do you mean he received power from Gestalt? And what’s this about the Three Divine Artifacts?”


“Ugh, I don’t know the details either. I heard it from that fellow Caramel.”


Yu Seolha’s expression changed.


“Caramel? You mean Karavan, Ignis’s Vicegerent?”


“Right.”


“What? When did you meet that guy too? Do you know how hard I worked searching for him?”


“He was just with Jaehwan.”


“How much of this am I supposed to believe?”


Cheongheo shrugged at Yu Seolha’s bewildered expression.


“So where is Karavan?”


“He went to the Third Site first. He said he needed to save his Site.”


“What? How could you just let him go? Someone like that would be an enormous asset! Ignis only has one Vicegerent too...”


“We agreed to meet again soon, so don’t worry too much.”


Yu Seolha pressed a hand to her forehead at Cheongheo’s carefree voice.


“Do you even know how desperate our situation is right now? Do you properly understand 「Rupture」’s strength? Four Great Lords, three commander-class fighters, two of the Eight Divine Thrones. And if you count all the gods who must have attached themselves to their side...”


“I know. It’s desperate.”


“Then why?”


“But it isn’t hopeless.”


Cheongheo smiled softly.


“There he is. If you’re curious, ask him yourself.”


The Allies all turned toward the entrance of 〈Edmund〉, the central palace. Jaehwan was calmly walking out from the fortress.


He wore the same expression he had when he first appeared at the fortress.


Yu Seolha muttered under her breath at that unreadable face.


“Yeah, damn it. He’s the only one I can trust.”


After hesitating briefly, Yu Seolha cautiously asked Jaehwan as he approached.


“Hey, what happened?”


“We fought.”


“For real?”


When a storm of World Force raged inside the audience chamber, she had considered that possibility.


A fight between Jaehwan and Nameless, one of the Eight Divine Thrones.


To Yu Seolha, the result had been obvious, but the Allies had missed an interesting sight.


They had no choice but to give up on watching because Nameless had forcibly expelled them. Nameless had used his manipulation-type Setting to throw everyone except Jaehwan outside the fortress.


They fought?


Yu Seolha carefully examined Jaehwan from head to toe. Yet she could find no signs of a fierce battle on his clothes.


As if she had read Yu Seolha’s mind, Sirwen asked, “You look awfully fine for someone who fought. You looked ready to smash everything in sight.”


“Neither of us went all out.”


“What? That’s boring. So?”


“I learned enough about his strength. He should be useful.”


“Wait, what does that mean? Nameless said he’ll help us?”


“Conditionally.”


Yu Seolha counted the number of times she had been shocked today, then clenched her teeth.


“What the hell did you do in there? I’ve been stuck here for three months trying to persuade that guy!”


“I told you. We fought.”


“And what did that accomplish? Did you beat Nameless? No matter how much your World Force has increased, Nameless...”


At that moment, a boy popped up behind Jaehwan.


The boy smiled brightly.


“What about Nameless?”


“Huh? You weren’t thrown out?”


“I don’t know why, but that god’s Setting didn’t work on me. Maybe because I’m Jaehwan-nim’s Follower. Come to think of it, everyone was outside?”


The Allies read something in Runald’s smug tone.


“Wow, it’s really a shame you all missed that scene.”


Karlton was the first to ask.


“You saw the Fortress Lord fight.”


“What, you saw it? What happened?”


“You saw that?”


Yu Seolha and Cheongheo also fired questions at him.


Runald’s nostrils flared with pride.


“Of course I did!”


“Really? What happened? Go on, tell us.”


Runald looked thoroughly pleased at those words.


Yu Seolha instinctively turned to Jaehwan.


Could it be?


Jaehwan silently stared toward the fortress’s outer border.


His eyes looked as if he were seeing some unknown sight beyond the others’ view.


Yu Seolha felt as though Jaehwan had somehow gone very far away.


“Hey, you. Did you really defeat Nameless...?”


Then Runald’s voice rang out.


“Well, Naked Jaehwan-nims appeared everywhere, and they got all tangled up while stabbing this way and that...”


“What the hell does that mean?”


Karlton and Cheongheo spoke at once.


Sirwen, who had somehow slipped into the group, pressed him as well.


“What did the Naked Jaehwans do?”


“I mean, Clothes were flying everywhere, and the Naked Jaehwan-nims thoroughly beat up that god named Nameless...!”


Yu Seolha narrowed her eyes as she watched the scene.


She could not understand a word of the nonsense they were discussing.


Clothes were flying around? What did naked people do?


Feeling strangely deflated, Yu Seolha shook her head. He must have been caught in a manipulation-type Setting and seen something absurd.


She turned back toward Jaehwan.


He was still staring at the same spot.


Yu Seolha asked, “Hey, you said Nameless agreed to help us on one condition.”


“That’s right.”


“What’s the condition?”


“That.”


“That?”


Jaehwan silently raised a finger and pointed somewhere.


Yu Seolha looked in that direction.


“What is that... Huh?”


A shiver slowly rose from her toes. Yu Seolha felt her fingertips trembling.


She had once been the commander of 「Rupture」. Even throughout the whole 《Tree of Illusion》, there were only a handful of beings who could make someone like her feel such fear.


One by one, the Allies gathered around Yu Seolha. Before long, all of them were looking in the same direction.


“Brat, will you be all right?”


They instinctively knew.


The enemies approaching from far away were not beings they could face.


They were the Vicegerents of the most powerful god in the entire 《Tree of Illusion》.


The Great Lords of the twelve zones.


“No matter how strong you’ve become, facing them now...”


Cheongheo trailed off as he watched immense World Forces approach, destroying every part of the Seventh Site’s outskirts.


Jaehwan stared in the same direction and said, “Nameless agreed to help us on the condition that I defeat them.”


Jaehwan quietly drew Dokbul.


The light of Fall within the lonely blade stained the air.


Cheongheo’s gaze grew distant as he watched that radiance.


‘Is that it? Have we already reached this point?’


Within their silent resolve, everyone understood.


So this was it. They would not run anymore.


They could not run anymore.


“Old man, it’s time to fight.”


At that moment, Cheongheo realized he had spent the past 1,200 years waiting to hear those words.


He swallowed down the tears that threatened to rise and answered.


“Yeah. Let’s give it a try.”
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Watching the enemies approach from afar beyond the audience chamber window, Nameless looked down at their left hand. The hand that had clashed with Jaehwan’s World Force was burned black.


It was the first wound Nameless had suffered since becoming one of the Eight Divine Thrones.


Nameless could not remember how long it had been since encountering an opponent capable of injuring their soul form.


Without a word, Nameless raised their head and looked toward the sky. A faint “moon” hung in their sky. Yet it did not always take the shape of a moon.


To some, it was a star.


To others, it was the sun.


And to some, it was an “eye.”


Big Brother.


《Abyss》 called the thing that was a star, sun, moon, and eye all at once by that name.


No one knew its true form. One thing was certain: a chosen few among the Awakened Ones could see that 《Big Brother》.


To Maiad, it was a star.


To Buddha, it was the sun.


The form in which 《Big Brother》 revealed itself reflected each Awakened One’s personal impression to some extent.


The moment Nameless realized Maiad saw it as a “star,” Nameless understood that Maiad had no intention of opposing 《Big Brother》.


The same was true of Buddha.


From the beginning, neither had seen 《Big Brother》 as a negative image.


Nameless asked themself a question.


Then what did they see?


Nameless smiled bitterly.


Whether it was a star, sun, or moon.


The core members of 「Rupture」 all cried for 《Big Brother》’s downfall while acknowledging its necessity. With people like that gathered together, there was no way a true revolution could take place.


What they wanted was not the destruction of the System in the end, but another System.


Nameless clenched and unclenched their left hand once more.


A stinging pain returned vividly, and a fragment of an old emotion Nameless had lost long ago flared bright within them.


The feeling from before 《Big Brother》 had appeared to Nameless as a star, sun, or moon.


Nameless saw the afterimage of 《Big Brother》 reflected in Jaehwan’s eyes.


That vicious image had left a deep impression on Nameless.


An Awakened One who could still see 《Big Brother》 that way existed. What a strange thing.


It truly was strange.


Pierre found the small spark that had suddenly appeared in their heart unfamiliar.


To feel this way just because someone had not given up on this world.


‘Good. You found the answer, Seolha.’


Nameless quietly laughed with an unfathomable smile.


* * *


Dust churned across the plains.


Soldiers emerged one after another from beyond the massive portal. Vicegerents of gods, from low to high rank, were appearing.


Every one of them wore an exhausted, sickly expression. Their faces showed that they did not know whether this advance was the will of the gods, their own will, or the will of some vast history.


No, they did know.


They knew it was no one’s will.


They knew this war was endlessly empty, and that its end could never be measured.


Still, they had neither the peace of mind nor the knowledge needed to put that emptiness into words and discuss it. They were nothing more than captives of this long war. They fought as captives, and in the end, they died.


Even so, the advance could not stop.


At the forefront stood the Awakened Ones of 「Rupture」. Indomitable warriors who had fought on the front lines of every battle and brought down countless Sites.


「Rupture」’s ideology was so pure and firm that it could move even its enemies.


What the majority believed became truth, and truth became power.


Power, in turn, shaped the world.


Only 《Abyss》’s final Site remained. The completion of the world was slowly drawing near.


“Is that it?”


Great Lord Jerome asked.


Third Division Commander Imai answered.


“Yes.”


The appearance of Epoche, the Seventh Site, came fully into view.


Jerome carefully studied Epoche’s quiet landscape before speaking in a flat voice.


“So it really is the Site of losers.”


“...”


“I heard the Divine Throne ruling that Site was once a member of 「Rupture」. Were you unable to recruit them?”


“They’re no longer part of 「Rupture」.”


Jerome chuckled at the slightly subdued reply.


“Is that so? It seems your vaunted, blood-soaked Unique World is not perfect after all. That makes two key deserters already.”


Imai cursed quietly under his breath but did not show it. Starting a brawl with a Great Lord here would ruin everything.


Watching the soldiers advance toward the Seventh Site’s city center, Jerome asked, “Will you charge in immediately?”


“No. We will wait a little.”


“Why?”


“Nameless is no ordinary god. Once reinforcements arrive from the Second Site...”


Great Lord Varkant, who had been watching the conversation, interrupted.


“Hmph. So what if some god is strong?”


“You do not know Nameless well.”


“There are two Great Lords on our side. No matter how strong a Divine Throne is, they cannot defeat us. Besides, we have...”


Varkant trailed off while looking toward Jerome.


He was known as The Strongest Darkness.


The Lord of Darkness, Jerome, standing beside them was considered the strongest even among the Great Lords of the twelve zones.


He had swiftly ended the war in the 《Great Realm》 that had broken out because of Jaehwan. He had also played the most important role in sealing Catastrophe once again.


The undisputed greatest Vicegerent of 《Big Brother》, and the strongest Great Lord no one could challenge.


Jerome opened his mouth.


“Hmm, no. The Rupture fellow is right. We should wait a little.”


“Huh?”


Varkant looked puzzled by Jerome’s words. Jerome chuckled and added, “It seems a little amusement has appeared. It would not be bad to watch before we begin.”


Jerome’s gaze was fixed on the outskirts of the Seventh Site.


Imai looked in that direction as well.


A moment later, his face stiffened.


Jerome smiled.


“I told you, you Rupture people are truly entertaining.”


* * *


What was the greatest number of people a human could kill without going mad?


Ten?


A hundred?


Or a thousand?


Yoonhwan believed he could not know that number. After all, even he had not yet found the end of it.


Though no one was bleeding, the thick stench of blood filled his nostrils.


Yoonhwan could never forget the moment he had first undergone Awakening.


〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉.


Within the virtual simulation, Yoonhwan encountered countless people.


People he had climbed the Tower with.


Some had betrayed him. Others had lost their lives before he could grow close to them. Still, they had all once climbed the Tower for the same purpose.


Walkers who climbed the Tower to protect humanity.


Inside the simulation, they were no longer Companions. They swung their swords at one another. Some even rushed at Yoonhwan.


Watching humans charge at him with clear hostility,


“Ahhh!”


Sometimes, he screamed.


“Please. Please.”


Sometimes, he begged.


“Fuck!”


Sometimes, he raged.


And eventually, he fought them.


He killed.


Killed again.


And killed again.


Even knowing the beings in the simulation were “virtual entities,” Yoonhwan felt something inside him twist strangely whenever he killed one.


It felt as though the shell of the world he had known until then was shattering to pieces.


Morality and ethics. Everything represented by names like justice and values. Every one of those frames broke apart within Yoonhwan.


Only madness remained where everything had broken.


That madness spoke.


“The ‘human’ you believed in is a remnant of the System. Nothing more than a shell called ‘humanity’ forced upon you.”


To cast off the shell of humanity by endlessly repeating the most unethical transgressions one could commit.


To transcend the pettiness of the System that had surrounded him.


The 1,954 simulations made that possible.


Kill, kill, and kill again...


Then, at some point, Yoonhwan stopped.


‘No. This is not right. This cannot be right.’


Yoonhwan stopped killing when he saw a friend running toward him.


The friend he trusted more than anyone.


The person closest to the strongest sense of justice Yoonhwan could imagine.


That friend was rushing toward Yoonhwan now with a sword in hand.


‘If gaining power means going this far.’


Watching that friend, Yoonhwan gritted his teeth.


‘Then I would rather not become an Awakened One...’


His friend’s blade pierced his stomach.


That was the 1,954th time.


1,954 memories, too terrible and too cruel.


His surroundings warped, and the scene collapsed.


Yoonhwan woke from the dream with a sharp scream.


“Gasp!”


Every part of his body hurt as though it had been torn apart.


He barely pushed himself up and looked around. He was in a desolate wasteland. The outline of a massive Site was faintly visible in the distance.


‘Did I pass out for a moment?’


Yoonhwan carefully checked each of his injuries.


He could still walk.


He could still fight.


He could still feel the killing intent of pursuers targeting him nearby.


‘They caught up this quickly?’


A week ago, Yoonhwan had left 「Rupture」 after his final conversation with Adel at the Fifth Site. He had quickly left the battlefield, and once he had, he avoided acting in any way that would arouse suspicion. He had not even used massive portals so that no one could trace his route.


Even so, Rupture’s pursuit squad had caught up with him in an instant. It was as if they knew exactly where he was headed.


This was completely different from Yu Seolha’s case.


The first 「Rupture」 had been as strict about leaving as it was about joining. Thorough extermination of traitors. That was why 「Rupture」 had maintained such tight security until now.


‘If only I can meet Division Commander Yu Seolha...’


Without Adel’s words, Yoonhwan might not have taken such a risk. He might have hidden somewhere safe and waited for an opportunity.


But he could not.


The moment he heard that Yu Seolha was at the Seventh Site, the place Yoonhwan had to go was decided.


Yu Seolha and the Guide of Destruction were the only force opposing 「Rupture」.


Yoonhwan wanted to know.


He wanted to hear the thoughts of someone who had left 「Rupture」 before him and survived.


He wanted to ask.


‘Why did you leave Rupture?’


‘Was it for the same reason as me?’


‘Do we still have the right to ask what is right and what is wrong?’


How long had he staggered onward like that?


At last, the landscape of the Seventh Site began to enter Yoonhwan’s sight.


But his joy lasted only a moment. Soon, despair settled over his eyes.


‘Am I too late?’
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Fragments of the exploding fortress flew toward Yoonhwan.


The forces of 「Rupture」 were pouring in with unstoppable momentum.


He had run with all his strength, yet he had still arrived later than 「Rupture」, which had taken a portal straight here.


Watching the fortress collapse and sparks burst through the air, Yoonhwan swallowed.


He had to hurry.


If he wanted to be of any help, if he wanted to tell them the information he knew...


‘Damn it.’


Yet it looked as though Yoonhwan's efforts would end in failure.


The instant he let his guard down, unfamiliar presences closed in around him.


Clang! Clang! Clang!


Yoonhwan knocked aside the incoming blades and spun around in haste.


Enemies emerged from the darkness. They were Rupture's pursuit squad, without question. He recognized some of their faces.


"Stop! Please, stop! I do not want to hurt you!"


No one listened to Yoonhwan.


Their eyes held no sympathy. These Awakened Ones showed no hesitation in their attacks.


It could not be helped. Like Yoonhwan, they had all gone through the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉.


Most of them had also belonged to 「Rupture」 longer than Yoonhwan had.


Once Yoonhwan realized they had no intention of compromising, he gritted his teeth and focused his mind.


Even if everything ended here, he could not retreat. He had always lived that way.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」


The aura of his Unique World flowed from his entire body, and World Force began surging around him.


Crimson World Force covered his white blade.


That power was why 「Rupture」 was chasing Yoonhwan. Rupture would never stand by and allow the strength of an Unique World they had created to leak into the outside world.


Whoooosh!


World Force surged like a wave and swept away several Awakened Ones. A few flew through the air with cries of pain. The pursuit squad's momentum faltered before the fierce sword force.


It was the opportunity Yoonhwan had barely regained.


"I'm sorry."


Yoonhwan swiftly turned around.


But he could not leave.


"Stop, Yoonhwan."


Cold World Force from Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood flew at him with the voice.


Deflecting it was almost pure instinct.


Yoonhwan spun twice through the air. Only after burning through a considerable amount of World Force did he barely manage to block the attack. The wrist holding his sword ached as though it had broken.


That World Force was far greater than his own.


Division Commander level? No. It was not that powerful.


Then this World Force was...


"Stop this and come back with us."


"Seoyul?"


It was Han Seoyul, commander of 「Rupture」's Fourth Battalion.


Yoonhwan did not know what to say.


Why? How could you? Both questions were useless.


At that moment, Yoonhwan understood everything. Why Han Seoyul was stopping him, and why Rupture had specifically assigned her to this pursuit squad.


Yoonhwan bit down hard on his lip.


He knew his efforts would be futile. Still, there were times when he had to say something.


"Seoyul."


Her name felt strange on his tongue after so long.


He wanted to speak to her as he had long ago, when they had climbed the Tower together.


He could not explain why he was standing here now, or exactly what he was moving toward. Even so, Yoonhwan wanted to tell her something.


"You know. This isn't right."


His voice was utterly exhausted after the long pursuit.


It was a voice like a flame that could go out at any moment.


More than anyone, Yoonhwan knew words like these could not persuade anyone or make anyone understand.


Yet perhaps it was a miracle.


Seoyul answered.


"I know too."


"What?"


"I said I know."


Perhaps this was the first real conversation they had shared since joining 「Rupture」.


Their first true conversation after overcoming the deep trauma of the past.


As Yoonhwan looked into Seoyul's eyes, he realized that she had felt something too.


"That is why I came after you."


"What does that mean...?"


Yoonhwan hoped.


Maybe things would turn out better than he expected.


Maybe the rightful doubts he held would reach a proper answer.


Maybe the world was more honest and fair than he thought...


"Let's return to Rupture together."


Her next words woke Yoonhwan from that illusion.


"I heard it from the Division Commanders. They said you were having dangerous thoughts."


"..."


"They must have told you already, but I will say it again. They know, and I know. Everyone knows. Everyone knows perfectly well what is right and what is not."


"Stop."


Seoyul continued.


"Listen to me, Kim Yoonhwan. Have you already forgotten what happened in the Tower? You cannot accomplish anything where you are going. Just as we could never clear the Tower, no matter how hard we tried."


Her words tore painfully through Yoonhwan's chest.


So she had kept thinking about it too.


Yoonhwan remembered her death.


Seoyul had died on the Seventy-Sixth Floor.


"There are things that a Sense of Justice alone cannot accomplish."


Memories of the Tower surfaced one after another.


The memory of climbing the Tower with Jaehwan after only the two of them remained.


And the dream they had never achieved.


His head throbbed.


"Justice without power is useless. Ideals without hope are meaningless. You know that better than anyone, don't you? Even after going through all that, do you still not understand?"


I don't know.


Yoonhwan did not understand things that difficult.


Still, even Yoonhwan knew one thing.


"Seoyul."


"...?"


"Do you know how high I got?"


Seoyul hesitated for a moment before answering.


"No."


"I reached the Ninety-Eighth Floor."


Seoyul seemed faintly surprised, then frowned.


"No matter how high you got, in the end you too..."


"Jaehwan was on the Ninety-Ninth Floor with me."


For the first time, Seoyul's expression shook visibly.


It was the first expression like that Yoonhwan had seen from her since coming to the 《Abyss》.


He did not miss that opening.


"You remember too, don't you? How hard we struggled to reach that place. How many deaths we overcame, and how much time we endured."


"..."


"Are you saying all of that meant nothing? Do you truly mean it? That all of it was useless and meaningless?"


Seoyul bit her lip.


"I know what you mean. But..."


"No. You still don't understand."


Yoonhwan spoke as if making a declaration.


"That is why you are still standing there."


Seoyul fell silent.


An emotional storm churned behind her tightly closed lips.


Her eyes had wavered at Jaehwan's name.


Yoonhwan thought that perhaps there was still hope, not only for himself, but for her as well.


He made his final gamble.


"Just kill me. If you really want to take me back to Rupture, take my corpse."


It was a gamble with his life on the line.


A gamble that she still had even a little human feeling left in her.


Seoyul remained silent. It was a sentimental silence that did not suit her cold nature.


"You think I can't do it."


World Force ignited over Seoyul's keenly sharpened sword.


She spoke in a venomous voice.


"How many times do you think I have killed you?"


Goosebumps slowly rose along Yoonhwan's arm.


Only then did he remember something he should have realized long ago.


The woman before him was not the Han Seoyul he knew.


Out of a total of 520 simulations, she had completed 518 to the very end. She had cast away everything to grow stronger, killed every memory she had, and as a result become the strongest among Rupture's newcomers.


That was the Seoyul standing before him now.


Seoyul smiled at the rigid Yoonhwan.


"Don't act righteous. You killed me too."


It was true.


Within the simulations, he had killed Seoyul before.


"You are a hypocrite."


Seoyul's sword expanded, pouring out crimson World Force.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」


A rain of blood fell from the sky.


Yoonhwan fought with all his strength to deflect the blood-red World Force. Silver spilled from his mouth.


"Before I came here, the Fifth Division Commander told me something strange."


Blood gleamed across Seoyul's blade as she took a light breath.


"They said there was one man you never killed until the very end in the simulations."


"..."


"Would that change anything? It just means you killed everyone except that man. You are the same. You are a Rupture Awakened One in the end. So do not be so disgusting. Stop acting like you alone are righteous, like you alone have nothing to be ashamed of."


Seoyul's sword cut Yoonhwan's thigh, then slashed his waist.


Silver poured out.


Yoonhwan thought she was right.


Maybe he was someone who had no right to speak of justice. Maybe he was an ugly human being, endlessly cowardly and endlessly hypocritical.


But...


If he let go of everything and abandoned every concern, if he gave up being human...


What would remain for him after that?


Each time Seoyul's World Force struck him, Yoonhwan's entire body was crushed like tofu.


Within his fading consciousness, he kept searching for something.


I...


In his wandering vision, Yoonhwan remembered someone's name.


Then he saw someone's back.


It was a vision too clear to deny.


Looking at it, Yoonhwan whispered softly.


“Are you still climbing the Tower?”


The one memory he had never let go of, even when he had abandoned everything.


The back of the man who had made Yoonhwan believe that he too was human.


‘I wanted to become like you.’


Seoyul's sword broke through the vision and flew toward him.


Its sword force was sharp and merciless, as though severing all ties with the distant past.


A melancholy silence fell.


Within that pitch-black darkness, Yoonhwan felt his life draining away. Silver gushed from his waist, stealing his vitality. The shadow of death deepened around him.


It had been long and brutal.


But it would finally end.


Stillness fell, as though every soul had stopped breathing.


A sword dropped with a cold metallic ring.


A woman's voice reached him.


But then...


Why am I still not dead?


Yoonhwan slowly opened his eyes and saw Seoyul.


The composed Seoyul was staggering backward in a daze.


She looked as if she had seen something she never should have seen.


Even if the world were collapsing, Yoonhwan did not think she would have made that expression.


"Attack him!"


With a fierce cry, the pursuit squad waiting behind Seoyul rushed toward Yoonhwan.


Dozens of Rupture Awakened Ones charged at him in a crimson tide.


Then, in the next moment,


the tide split apart.


Rupture's formidable Unique World was collapsing helplessly.


It was a sight that made the name Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood seem meaningless.


Countless Awakened Ones burst apart.


Pitch-black World Force surged in from somewhere, covering the sky in darkness.


As Yoonhwan watched the crimson wave break apart without resistance, a strange feeling came over him.


Why did seeing that sight make him feel relieved?


With that scene as the last thing he saw, Yoonhwan slowly collapsed to the ground.


The image of a man filled Yoonhwan's eyes as he fell.


His tightly gripped shoulder hurt.


Without realizing it, Yoonhwan let out a hollow laugh.


This had to be a vision. Otherwise, how could...


How could Jaehwan be here?


If it was not a vision, then this was the afterlife.


Perhaps he was still inside the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉.


If not, then this was the past...


"Yoonhwan."


The voice brought Yoonhwan back to reality.


A reality so clear that no one could deny it.


His throat tightened, and no words came out.


Jaehwan. It was Jaehwan.


"You've been through a lot."


They were only a few words, but Yoonhwan understood.


Jaehwan's Unique World filled the sky above.


The end of the world they had dreamed of.


The ultimate sight Jaehwan had refused to give up on, even after all his Companions had returned.


Yoonhwan used his last strength to move his lips.


Jaehwan, you...


"Yeah, that's right."


Only then did Yoonhwan feel at ease.


Every Tower surely has a final floor.


At that moment, the door to the world he had wanted to reach so badly opened before him.


Yoonhwan's weakly raised fingers brushed Jaehwan's face.


With a faint smile, Yoonhwan closed his eyes.
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As the surroundings grew quieter, the state of the battlefield came into clear view. Fallen 「Rupture」 agents lay scattered everywhere, silver pouring from their torn wounds.


Jaehwan silently looked down at the unconscious Yoonhwan.


At last, he had found the friend he had searched for so desperately. Yoonhwan looked exactly as one would expect after enduring untold hardships.


Someone landed behind him.


The World Force felt familiar. Jaehwan gently laid Yoonhwan on the ground and spoke without turning around.


“Old man. Take care of Yoonhwan.”


“Another man?”


Cheongheo grumbled as he examined Yoonhwan’s body. His fingers moved quickly, completing a pulse diagnosis of Yoonhwan’s soul in an instant.


“This bastard is still alive, pretending to be dead.”


“You have to save him.”


“Trust me, brat.”


Despite Cheongheo’s words, Yoonhwan’s condition was grave.


Jaehwan knew that too.


Yoonhwan’s soul was so damaged that it would not have been strange for it to vanish at any moment. Even so, Jaehwan understood why Cheongheo had answered as though it were nothing.


Cheongheo was Chaos’s greatest Divine Doctor, the Divine Doctor of Despair who could return even Deadmans to humanity.


Whoosh. Flash.


With the sound of landings, the other Allies appeared one after another.


“What? Already?”


“Shh.”


As Sirwen moved to run toward Jaehwan, Runald caught her sleeve and raised a finger to his lips.


“Why?”


Runald only shook his head and looked toward Jaehwan.


He did not know much about Jaehwan, the god he served. He barely knew how Jaehwan had lived, or what trials he had overcome to reach this place.


Still, even Runald could sense something.


Jaehwan was clearly different from usual.


Jaehwan crossed the battlefield without a word.


At the end of his gaze sat a woman on the ground.


“How... how could this possibly...?”


Seoyul looked up at Jaehwan, curled into herself, her eyes full of disbelief. Her mind could not make sense of the sight before her. With trembling lips, she asked,


“Is it really... Jaehwan?”


Jaehwan quietly nodded.


At that simple, undeniable motion, Seoyul’s pupils shook violently.


As though it could not be true, she shook her head again and again.


Like Yoonhwan, she seemed convinced that she was still trapped within the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉.


Jaehwan spoke, shattering that doubt.


“It’s me.”


Seoyul’s breath caught, and her lips trembled.


The Jaehwan she knew should have died while climbing the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


“How...?”


How could Jaehwan be here?


An Awakened One nearby helped her up and said,


“Commander, fall back. He is the ‘God Slayer.’”


God Slayer?


“What are you talking about? That person is not the ‘God Slayer,’ he is...”


Seoyul stopped herself.


Wooooong.


Intense World Force poured from Jaehwan’s entire body.


The Awakened Ones, overwhelmed by that presence, screamed and stumbled backward. The World Pressure they felt from Jaehwan clearly rivaled that of Rupture’s Division Commanders.


It made no sense.


If Jaehwan, like Seoyul and Yoonhwan, had been dragged into the Abyss through a Fishing Spot, his current strength was impossible to explain. That kind of World Force was not something one could gain simply by becoming the Vicegerent of a powerful god.


Then an assumption flashed through Seoyul’s mind.


Yoonhwan had said it.


Jaehwan had reached the ninety-ninth floor.


What if, just what if...


“Don’t tell me you cleared that Tower?”


Seoyul’s heart began beating ominously. As though they had been waiting, countless possibilities flooded her mind.


What if Jaehwan had remained alone after everyone else died and climbed that Tower to the end? It was impossible no matter how she thought about it, but what if Jaehwan had achieved the impossible?


What if he had safely reached the 《Great Realm》, gained power there, and eventually made it all the way to this 《Abyss》?


What if that was why he had become the God Slayer?


Seoyul suddenly felt as though she were going mad.


Her chest felt tight, and the world swayed around her.


The words she had spoken to Yoonhwan were returning to her.


There were surely things in this world that were impossible.


The man who denied those words stood before her.


A man who had protected powerless justice and hopeless ideals alone.


The man she had once loved most.


“No. I did not clear the Tower.”


Only after a moment did Seoyul understand what he had said.


Her heartbeat gradually returned to normal.


Of course. It could not have been possible.


Clearing the 《Tower of Nightmares》 alone was a ridiculous fantasy.


Deep down, she felt relieved.


She had not been wrong.


There truly were impossible things in this world.


Almost on reflex, Seoyul added,


“So you failed too. You failed like we did and came to the Abyss. Right?”


She continued with an awkward smile.


“It really was impossible. Clearing the Tower...”


“I didn’t fail.”


Seoyul could not understand Jaehwan’s words.


He had not cleared the Tower, but he had not failed?


Her confusion disappeared in the next moment.


“I broke the Tower and came out.”


A ringing sound tightened around her temples.


A few pieces of information flashed through her mind a moment later.


The only Irregular who had broken out of the Tower.


She had certainly read something about such a person recently. She had not looked into the details, but she remembered hearing that the person had ascended to the 《Abyss》.


The first-class Threat Point designated by 「Rupture」 and the 《Great Realm》.


Seoyul remembered his nickname.


“Lord Slayer...”


A current ran through her entire body, and only then did every piece of the puzzle fall into place.


The man who had protected her world to the very end.


A slaughterer marked by Destruction, who had lived with the horrific memories of that Tower held close to his heart, all to break the end of this 《Tree of Illusion》.


“I was called that too.”


The air slowly seemed to thin, and Seoyul’s body trembled as though claustrophobia had seized her.


Breathless, she looked up at the sky without realizing it, then nearly screamed.


She could not see the sky.


A black ceiling hung there, as though she were trapped inside a massive Tower.


Though she knew it was an illusion, Seoyul could not stop herself from thinking.


What if she had never escaped the Tower of Nightmares?


What if Yoonhwan had been right?


What if there was still a ‘next floor’ she had to climb in this world?


Seoyul murmured, almost like she was speaking in tongues.


“After going through all that, how, how could you still...”


“Because I went through all that.”


Footsteps drew closer with his answer.


Still seated on the ground, Seoyul crawled backward.


“Because I went through all that, I still have not given up.”


Those words, that voice, those eyes.


From all of them, Seoyul could feel the life Jaehwan had lived.


The distant world of ruin that shimmered behind him.


For only a moment, within the darkness held by that world, Seoyul felt the history Jaehwan had endured.


How lonely he must have been. How isolated.


And still, he had come this far.


Even after coming this far, he was trying to reach the ‘next floor.’


Because his world had not ended yet.


Because he still had not seen the ‘end of this Tower.’


The truth of it pierced her so deeply and painfully that Seoyul murmured without meaning to,


“Why...?”


Jaehwan said nothing.


His silence hurt her even more.


“Why did you only appear now? Why now? Why did you have to appear before me now...?”


At last, Jaehwan stopped walking.


He quietly looked down at Seoyul’s eyes, which could not bear to meet his own.


The face of the woman he had once loved.


Jaehwan studied that face closely.


There was no fighting spirit or resolve left in Seoyul’s eyes.


Only stained despair and contempt for herself. The bold expression of the woman he had once loved could no longer be found anywhere.


Without a word, Jaehwan moved Dokbul.


Slice.


Something was cut away, and Seoyul’s world began to oxidize into gray ash.


It was the power of Jaehwan’s Setting, 「Fall」.


The 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 that she had believed in and served crumbled apart, red mist scattering thickly through the air.


Destruction blamed nothing.


A world’s endless transformations were perfectly natural.


That was why the only thing Jaehwan could do was tell that one world its end had come.


“You’ve been through a lot, Seoyul.”


At those words, Seoyul’s expression crumpled.


As the world that had bound her vanished, emotions poured out like a waterfall.


Within immense loss and emptiness, Seoyul continued murmuring, not even knowing whom she was speaking to.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry...”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Instead, he walked past her. He kept walking as though she had never been his destination in the first place.


Seoyul’s sobs gradually faded behind him.


Then, when he reached a certain point, Jaehwan stopped.


“Come out already.”


At his words, three people emerged from the red mist.


Each possessed power that could not be ignored.


A man with a long sword at his waist, an old man in robes embroidered with a massive dragon, and a strange figure wrapped head to toe in a black cloak.


Jaehwan first addressed the man with the long sword.


“Are you going to fight me too?”


“I do not particularly want to, but circumstances have turned out this way.”


He was Imai Kazuki, Rupture’s Third Division Commander.


Jaehwan answered,


“You will die.”


“You mean me?”


The question came from Imai.


Yu Seolha appeared behind Jaehwan, gripping 「Thunder Goblin」.


The old man in dragon-embroidered robes laughed when he saw Imai’s hardened expression.


“It is only right for 「Rupture」 to deal with 「Rupture」. Then who will be my opponent?”


Varkant, the Dragon Lord, spoke as majestic World Force erupted from him.


Jaehwan was not looking at Imai or Varkant.


From the beginning, there had only been one person Jaehwan was aware of.


The strange figure in the black cloak.


Despite the mingled World Pressures around them, Jaehwan did not take his eyes off that figure.


The figure spoke to Jaehwan.


“So you are the Lord Slayer.”


Jaehwan knew many voices that suited words such as dark and sinister. Yet this figure’s voice was unlike any he had ever heard.


Simply hearing it felt like stepping into a deep swamp. If voices had colors, this one would undoubtedly have been a profound pitch black.


“Lord Slayer, do you recognize who I am?”


He had never seen that face before, yet Jaehwan felt as though he knew who it was.


A fateful premonition told him so.


They had finally met.


The starting point of every tragedy, and the most important trigger that had led his world to ruin.


Yu Seolha, who had moved to Jaehwan’s side, twisted her lips as she spoke.


“Jerome, Lord of Darkness.”


The strongest being in the Great Realm, the pinnacle of all Lords.


The Lord said to have reached the final stage of Adaptation had finally revealed himself before Jaehwan.
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No one could tell who drew their sword first, or who charged first. Perhaps Yu Seolha had moved first, or perhaps Imai had.


That did not matter.


What mattered was that the fight had begun. There was no taking it back now. And above all,


“Seolha, your side can’t win.”


The situation was overwhelmingly against them.


“You will not know that until the very end.”


Seolha spoke as she knocked aside Imai’s incoming blade.


Imai’s sword, ‘Blade Nuri,’ was not an easy weapon for her ‘Thunder Goblin’ to deal with.


Imai has improved quite a bit.


Yu Seolha’s chain scythe, ‘Thunder Goblin,’ slashed through the air, leaving countless afterimages behind. It was a weapon suited to swiftly killing enemies with phantom feints hidden within those afterimages.


Imai’s ‘Blade Nuri,’ on the other hand, could alter the shape of its blade at will. It was a weapon that could shift freely between attack and defense under any circumstances.


CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!


Blade Nuri’s defensive surface expanded in an instant, blocking every attack Thunder Goblin sent flying from the front.


No matter how dazzling Thunder Goblin’s afterimages were, they meant nothing if Blade Nuri sealed the attack at the moment of impact.


Worse, Blade Nuri’s attacks would sometimes slip in off-rhythm. Yu Seolha often had to retract her chain before Thunder Goblin’s scythe could even reach its target.


“I’m disappointed, Seolha. You left 「Rupture」 with such confidence that I thought you’d gained some great realization.”


With those words, Imai’s offensive changed.


Blade Nuri’s edge stretched and contracted at will, ravaging the space around him as it sought out Yu Seolha’s openings.


Yu Seolha scattered her chain scythe at the right moments and deflected the blade, but she was slowly being pushed back. Neither of them had properly opened their Unique Worlds or Settings yet, so the weapon’s traits had no choice but to decide the advantage.


“You did not leave just because you believed in that guy, did you?”


“...”


“Say something. I deserve to hear your answer.”


Yu Seolha did not answer. There was no point. Even if she spoke, she could not persuade Imai.


Imai Kazuki. He was none other than 「Rupture」’s Third Division Commander.


“Whatever I thought of the other Division Commanders, I trusted you.”


The sorrow in Imai’s eyes was not simply because she had left 「Rupture」.


Yu Seolha knew Imai held special feelings for her. They had spent far too long together for her not to know.


Still, she had to pretend not to notice. It was the last courtesy she could offer an old friend.


RUMBLE...


Thunder surged from Thunder Goblin’s chain scythe.


Her specialty, 「Lightning Surge」, had unleashed its power.


Imai’s face went pale at the sparks of World Force pouring down, and Imai quickly widened the distance between them. The battle paused for only a moment.


Yu Seolha hurriedly gathered her World Force and surveyed the situation around her.


There were three enemies.


She had taken on Third Division Commander Imai. That left two Great Lords.


Did Varkant go over there?


Karlton, Sirwen, and Runald had taken on Varkant, the Dragon Lord, one of the two Great Lords.


Cheongheo, their strongest combatant besides Jaehwan and Yu Seolha, was tied up treating an Awakened One.


Varkant’s body was covered in dragon scales. Varkant leisurely evaded Karlton and Runald’s attacks, eyes shining with a sinister light.


It looked as though Varkant were enjoying a game.


“The appearance of the souls here pleases my eyes. You too, and you. Catching you and playing with you should be fun.”


“Shut up!”


Sirwen cried out and activated her magic. The dream demon’s innate magic, 「Reverse Gravity」, bound Varkant’s feet.


Varkant ignored the sinking ground and released World Force. With a thunderous crash, Varkant kicked off the ground and flew toward Sirwen, swinging an arm at her.


“Please get out of the way, Sirwen-nim!”


“This way, sis!”


It was too late to avoid the blow.


Varkant’s long claws, coated in World Force, tore straight through Sirwen’s tank top. From her chest to her lower abdomen, a straight line of silver blood burst forth.


Sirwen hastily stopped the bleeding and retreated, teeth clenched.


She knew it too. Varkant could easily have killed her with that strike.


Varkant had simply chosen not to.


“God damn it...”


It had been an unwinnable fight from the start.


Karlton had succeeded in his Fourth Awakening but had not yet gained a Unique World. Sirwen could use magic exclusive to dream demons, but she was not accustomed to battle. Runald was Jaehwan’s Follower, but still only a child.


Even together, they could not possibly face Varkant, a Great Lord.


Varkant was an overwhelmingly powerful opponent. Even if Yu Seolha defeated Imai and helped them, victory could not be guaranteed.


Watching the battle from afar, Yu Seolha grew increasingly anxious.


I need to deal with Imai first, somehow.


Yu Seolha steadied herself and knocked away Blade Nuri as it came flying at her. Imai’s World Force was no joke. Imai seemed to have grown considerably in the meantime.


At this rate, she might be the one to lose.


To hell with it. Whatever happens, happens.


Yu Seolha unleashed the World Force of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 that she had been saving, then glanced toward the center of the battlefield.


The central figures of this fight stood there.


Now, he’s the only one I can trust.


* * *


“Interesting.”


Jerome’s eyes shone with fascination as he received Jaehwan’s surging 「Fall」.


Jaehwan’s Setting spread through Jerome’s World Force. 「Fall」 relentlessly probed for gaps in Jerome’s Unique World, 「System」.


A Setting that destroyed worlds.


No wonder Jerome’s loyal Generals had fallen to it.


If 《System》 had not been 《Big Brother》’s Unique World, and if Jerome’s own World Force had been even slightly weaker, Jaehwan’s 「Fall」 could have destroyed Jerome’s soul and annihilated Jerome’s Unique World.


It was no small feat.


A human fighting a Great Lord on equal terms. Had there ever been such a being within the 《Tree of Illusion》, other than a Commander of 「Rupture」?


Whoooooom.


Though they exchanged powerful World Force, the Site itself showed little sign of destruction. Concentrated masses of World Force collided in the air, canceling each other out and vanishing.


They were using only enough World Force to cut away the other’s power. Before the true battle began, this was a preliminary clash to measure one another’s strength.


After several exchanges, Jaehwan spoke first.


“I heard the Great Lords are 《Big Brother》’s Vicegerents.”


“That is right. I am his Vicegerent.”


“Then the World Force I feel from you is weak.”


A Vicegerent of a god shared a portion of that god’s World Force.


A god’s World Force was also directly proportional to the number of Followers that god possessed.


《Big Brother》’s Unique World was 《System》.


If every Adapter who used the System interface, including those in the First Site, 《Great Realm》, was considered a Follower, then 《Big Brother》 possessed more Followers than any god in the world. Naturally, his World Force had to be beyond imagination.


Jerome spoke as though he understood something.


“《Big Brother》’s World Force is not something a single Vicegerent can bear. If anyone took on all of it, their soul would burst.”


“Is that so? Disappointing.”


Jaehwan sounded genuinely disappointed.


Jerome seemed slightly offended.


“Even without receiving World Force from that bastard, I have no trouble catching small fry like you.”


“Should you really speak so carelessly about the god you serve?”


“I do not know its face or voice. There is no need to be cautious of a being whose existence itself is uncertain.”


There was a contradiction in those words.


Jerome was 《Big Brother》’s Vicegerent, yet Jerome did not know what 《Big Brother》 truly was?


Jaehwan could not pursue the thought.


Wooooong.


Dokbul, wrapped in 「Fall」, gave a harsh cry. It was unlike its usual cry.


Looking ahead, Jaehwan saw Jerome taking something from inside his robes.


A pale blade.


A graceful sword forged from ten-thousand-year ice.


Its appearance seemed strangely familiar. Sure enough, it looked remarkably like Dokbul.


The swords were different, yet similar, as though they had been made as a pair from the beginning.


Dokbul cried out even more fiercely.


Jerome’s sword began to cry as well.


Jerome smiled.


“It seems swords recognize swords. Yes. This is the true Ice Dragon Sword.”


Ice Dragon Sword.


Only after hearing that name did Jaehwan remember Dokbul’s first name.


That was right. The first Dokbul had begun as a replica of a sword called the Ice Dragon Sword.


He had heard there could be no genuine version because no one had yet hunted Ice Dragon Velkisus.


Yet the true sword had existed.


“I acquired this weapon after conquering the 「Forgotten Land」 some time ago. My sword contains the soul of Ice Dragon King Velkisus. It seems there is something strange inside your imitation sword as well.”


The Ice Dragon Sword gave a fierce roar in answer to Dokbul’s cry. It carried such force that it seemed as if the legendary Ice Dragon King Velkisus stood before him.


The Ice Dragon Sword seemed to be saying this.


You are fake.


Dokbul’s blade trembled.


Jaehwan gripped its hilt tightly.


“I heard your goal is to destroy 《System》. An interesting idea.”


Jaehwan saw it in Jerome’s eerie eyes. The real fight was about to begin.


The air around them expanded strangely, and the ground beneath Jerome’s feet began to tremble ominously.


Jaehwan knew it as well. The Great Lord before him was stronger than any Lord he had faced until now.


“When I first heard that story, I thought it was ridiculous. To think the 《Great Realm》 had been reduced to this because of such childish thinking...”


Countless memories passed through Jerome’s mind as Jerome looked at Jaehwan.


The first time Jerome had seen Jaehwan in the footage of Cultivator Beastrein.


The moment Jerome learned Jaehwan had broken the Tower and escaped.


When the Nether Ghost Envoys project through Geumcheon Hall had been ruined, and the plan to conquer Chaos had failed.


When the 《Palace of Rebirth》, overseen by Darkness’s Ninth Zone, had collapsed.


When Samyeong Hun and Jerome’s Generals had died.


Who could have known?


Because of the man standing before Jerome, the 《Great Realm》 had suffered severe upheaval, and half of the Great Lords had met soul extinction.


“I heard you reached Awakening by repeating a simple Stab.”


Jaehwan did not answer.


It did not seem as though Jerome cared about his answer from the start.


“You must be proud of yourself. You live under the delusion that you have surpassed the System, deeply immersed in the belief that you have accomplished something.”


A faint rage entered Jerome’s voice.


It was rage that wished to shatter Jaehwan’s very existence in the most horrific way possible, from the outer shell of his soul form to his mental image.


Jaehwan saw the dark aura forming around Jerome’s blade.


An endless black aura overflowed from it.


Jaehwan’s 「Doubt」 activated unconsciously and examined the aura’s properties.


“You think you have overcome the System. But you must understand this. You do not even know what that System truly is.”


The identity of the aura rising from Jerome’s blade.


It was a 「Skill」.


「Skills」 were the form of Setting used by countless Adapters who shared the System interface, including those in the 《Great Realm》.


Jerome’s Skill was not a transcendent-grade skill used by Lords.


It was a Skill Jaehwan knew well.


Every novice Walker learned it first upon entering the Tower of Nightmares.


Bash?


A Skill that gathered all of one’s spiritual power and struck the opponent.


Here, only spiritual power had been replaced by World Force.


Wooooong.


The aura around Jerome’s blade condensed to an unfathomable density. It was clearly the preparation stance for Bash.


That’s Bash?


Could something like that truly be called Bash?


The World Force within the entire radius trembled unstably just from the gathering power.


How many times would someone have to practice Bash for that to happen? How high would their proficiency have to rise?


Then a dreadful possibility flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


What if such a being existed?


Like Jaehwan, who had trained ‘Stab’ to its limit, what if someone had trained Bash, a 「Skill」 within the System, to its limit?


What if, even after the System recognized that person as having mastered the Skill, they refused to accept the level acknowledged by the System and continued to train it, again and again?


What if they had repeated that training for tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of years?


What if they had succeeded in transcending the System from within the System?


“Awakening? There is no such thing in this world. Nothing and no one can escape this 《System》.”


A Bash honed for one hundred thousand years.


Dark red World Force, capable of destroying half a Site in a single blow, flew toward Jaehwan.
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Kuwaaaaaa!


World Force erupted from the point of impact of Bash, shattering the air with a thunderous blast.


The aftershock swept through the area, sending enormous cracks racing across the sturdy ground of the Seventh Site.


Crack, crack, crack.


A cloud of dust swelled so thick it was hard to breathe. The Site’s entire surface began to break apart.


Someone screamed. Others vanished without even getting the chance. Nearby souls crumbled without leaving behind a trace of their forms, struck by the aftershock alone.


This was the power of Jerome, the strongest Great Lord.


A moment later, Jaehwan emerged from the dust cloud.


Strong.


The instant he collided with Bash, Jaehwan felt as if a massive hammer had struck him. He had barely managed to redirect Bash, but his entire left arm was numb, and his wrist hurt as though it had broken.


To reach this level of power through Adaptation.


He had vaguely sensed it once before, when he faced Samyeong Garam, one of the Generals.


Awakening and Adaptation were separated by only a thin sheet of paper.


Just as a soul could overcome its limits through Awakening, it could also reach the ultimate through Adaptation.


Jaehwan slowly looked around.


A single Bash had destroyed one-tenth of the Seventh Site.


Considering that one large Site was as vast as dozens of medium-sized Sites, its power was enough to shake heaven and earth.


A few nearby people had barely escaped Bash’s range or blocked the aftershock. They looked dazed. Even Yu Seolha and Imai were too stunned to speak.


“You were lucky.”


Despite unleashing such a powerful attack, Jerome’s World Force had not decreased in the slightest. He had the confidence to unleash an attack of that scale again and again.


“I did not know the System could grant this much power.”


“The System? You are still saying that?”


Jerome tapped the Ice Dragon Sword that had unleashed Bash with a sharp ring.


“Only through the 《System》 can one gain this kind of power. There is no difference in the essence of Awakening and Adaptation. We simply live in worlds with different types of Systems.”


Jaehwan had the feeling that the 《System》 Jerome spoke of was not merely the System of an Unique World.


It was a System with a broader, more encompassing meaning.


“Maybe you are right. I might be part of the System too.”


In truth, Jaehwan had held similar doubts for a long time.


If Awakening truly was a concept outside the System, then its foundations should differ from those of Adaptation and other concepts based on System interfaces.


Of course, Awakening clearly differed from Adaptation.


There were no visible numbers.


But that alone was not enough. Awakening still had “stages,” and though they were not expressed through obvious numbers, there had to be a total amount of Combat Power that could be measured if one truly tried.


If so, Jerome’s claim that Awakening was also part of the System was not completely baseless.


Jerome said, “You are already part of the System. There is nothing outside the System.”


“I cannot agree with that.”


“Hmm?”


“Just because someone has never left their planet does not mean there is nothing beyond it.”


“There is nothing outside the System. Even if there were, an ‘existence’ could not live there.”


Jerome’s declaration was firm and unshakable. It was conviction as solid as a weapon tempered over countless years.


It was not only Great Lord Jerome. Every Lord who used the System held the same attitude.


Why did they reject what lay beyond the System so fiercely?


Jaehwan could not understand it.


They had all lived for at least a thousand years, perhaps tens of thousands. They must have seen endless absurdities and witnessed the world’s flaws more times than they could count. They must have watched every kind of corruption the System had created.


Then why did the Lords not try to change this world?


Did those who had believed in one world for too long eventually come to accept it, no matter what shape that world took?


Jaehwan spoke slowly and clearly.


“I will find a way, somehow.”


Jerome gave a quiet laugh.


“Perhaps you could have, if you were not alone.”


Jerome’s figure began to multiply.


One, two, three, four...


Like someone creating doppelgangers, Jerome continued multiplying without end. When the number finally passed fifty, he stopped.


A skill that created doppelgangers.


Jaehwan knew its name. Like Bash, it was one of the support skills learned by beginners who entered the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


「Shadow Substitute」


Of course, this was not the 「Shadow Substitute」 Jaehwan had known.


Normally, 「Shadow Substitute」 created only a single doppelganger, and that doppelganger possessed less than ten percent of the first’s power.


But Jerome’s doppelgangers were different. Each one possessed roughly half the first’s power.


Jaehwan could not even imagine how long Jerome had trained 「Shadow Substitute」 to reach this realm.


Fifty Jeromes, all honed by years of training, spoke to Jaehwan.


“You cannot do anything alone.”


Their voices echoed across the entire Site.


As Jerome’s doppelgangers spoke at once, it felt as though the entire System itself were speaking. Souls trembled at the sheer pressure of it.


At least within this Site, Jerome possessed a majesty no less imposing than Catastrophe, one of the Three Ancient Gods.


Yet for some reason, Jaehwan was not afraid.


He had felt the same way when he watched Jerome’s Bash destroy the Site.


He knew it was strong, but it did not feel extraordinary.


No, this was the kind of opponent worth fighting.


Jaehwan opened his mouth.


“I have Companions.”


“Companions?”


The fifty Jeromes.


The same sneer rested on every face.


“Who could you possibly have? That woman from 「Rupture」 who travels with you? That feeble Dream Demon? Or perhaps...”


At that moment, several of the fifty Jeromes vanished.


Jaehwan quickly stepped back and readied his defense again.


Bash flew from the dust cloud once more. This time, it was not just one strike.


It was too late to evade. Jaehwan gathered all his World Force and met Bash head-on.


Kwaaaaaang!


A heavy impact struck, followed by a chain of explosions that tore through his flesh. World Force burst like fireworks, splitting the sky as Jaehwan’s figure was hurled through the air.


“Or the vermin of 《Chaos》 you abandoned?”


Jaehwan flew through the air for a long time before coming to a sudden stop. He had redirected Bash’s impact through precise control of his World Force.


He was already in this condition after taking only three Bashes. What would happen if all fifty struck him at once?


Jerome sneered at Jaehwan, whose body glowed silver in the air.


“How ridiculous. Do you think those people are still alive?”


For the first time, Jaehwan’s expression changed.


“What do you mean?”


“You caused quite an interesting incident in Chaos. I did not expect you to know how to make use of Catastrophe as well.”


“I asked what you meant.”


A chorus of snickering laughter came from all fifty Jeromes.


“I heard you made a contract with Catastrophe. Was I mistaken? By now, you should know that contract has been broken.”


Jaehwan fell silent for a moment.


“What did you do in 《Chaos》? You would do well to answer properly this time.”


There was something he could guess.


Not long ago, right after obtaining 「Gestalt’s Eye」, Jaehwan had tried to restore his link with Catastrophe. Yet there had been no response from Catastrophe’s side at all. It was as if the link had been completely erased.


Or as if Catastrophe had ceased to exist.


Jerome’s laughter rang out again.


“Did you think we would let those who plotted rebellion against the 《Great Realm》 live?”


The declaration confirmed it. Jaehwan understood.


The Lords had attacked Catastrophe. Even if they had not killed Catastrophe, they had at least wounded Catastrophe badly enough to leave them near death.


If Catastrophe had fallen, 《Chaos》 was finished. 《Chaos》’s current forces would have a hard time handling even a few Generals.


“By now, the cleanup should be complete. There will be no one left to live in the world you dream of. You will die alone, in solitude. But do not think yourself too lonely. The residents of 《Chaos》 will keep you company on your journey.”


All fifty Jeromes smiled unpleasantly at once.


Jaehwan calmly assessed the situation.


I see.


He already knew that 「Rupture」 and the 《Great Realm》 had joined hands.


If so, their agreement must certainly have included provisions concerning 《Chaos》. They would not want 《Chaos》 to grow into a single force, so they must have decided to dispatch a joint army.


By now, 《Chaos》 would be in complete turmoil.


“It is a shame I cannot show you that sight.”


Jaehwan understood Jerome’s intention. Jerome wanted to watch Jaehwan die in the depths of despair. Jerome wanted Jaehwan’s soul to collapse from the very bottom.


Even without dramatic staging, it was the kind of scenario that deserved applause.


As if praising Jerome for it, Jaehwan carefully studied every one of the fifty Jeromes.


How much time passed?


The expressions of several Jeromes changed strangely.


They opened their mouths toward Jaehwan.


“Why are you smiling?”


Jaehwan was smiling.


* * *


《Chaos》.


Several groups of people appeared amid the darkness of the 《Palace of the Dead》, deep within the fortress 〈Carpe Diem〉. There had to be hundreds of them.


“Is this the place?”


“It has been a while since I came to Chaos.”


The crowd was divided into two distinct groups, their natures obvious from the World Force they gave off.


On one side stood a group of Awakened Ones wearing black leather cloaks.


“Nice to see you, you damned bastards of the Lords.”


“So the vermin of 「Rupture」 are here.”


The other side consisted of important Generals from each zone of the 《Great Realm》.


The men who appeared to lead the two groups frowned deeply and exchanged sharp words.


“We will tolerate this because it is a temporary alliance.”


“I wonder who should be saying that.”


They were mid-ranking officials from 「Rupture」 and high-ranking Lords from the 《Great Realm》, sent to clean up 《Chaos》.


One of the Generals spoke.


“Is this Catastrophe’s palace? It feels rather lacking for the home of the Sole King.”


They immediately began walking around the summoning circle in the 《Palace of the Dead》, examining the area for possible threats.


Other than its bleak atmosphere, nothing stood out. Relief slowly spread through the group. They had been tense because this was Catastrophe’s residence, but it seemed they had worried for nothing.


Then one of the soldiers screamed.


“Captain! Th-there is something here!”
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At the dispatched soldier’s signal, the Generals and Rupture’s mid-ranking officers rushed over.


The body of a dying Deadman, fragments of weapons once wielded by dead Great Lords. Deep craters scattered across the area and traces of soul extinction made it clear just how fierce the battle here had been.


“Four Great Lords died. That is truly remarkable.”


“Has Catastrophe definitely been sealed?”


“I heard they will be unable to move for at least a hundred years.”


“Only a hundred years, even after four of them died...”


Sighs rose from every side.


Even weakened, Catastrophe had killed four Great Lords. It was impossible to imagine how powerful they must have been in their prime.


“Shh, be quiet. One Great Lord is still here.”


“They are still here?”


“I heard the Lord of Gold is guarding Catastrophe’s grand seal. We will carry out the plan as soon as we meet them.”


Yet ten minutes later, the situation had become a mystery.


There was no trace of the Lord of Gold anywhere in the 《Palace of the Dead》.


It made no sense. Could the World Force of a Great Lord truly go undetected?


“It seems they are not inside. Should we go outside the 《Palace of the Dead》 first?”


When an impatient General shouted, the General acting as captain stiffened.


“But our orders...”


“We have waited long enough. We risked our lives just getting in here. Do you think anyone will make an issue out of this?”


“That is true. We have earned some leeway ourselves.”


“Is cleaning up 《Chaos》 not our final goal anyway? Perhaps the Lord of Gold has already gone out ahead of us.”


That was what they said, but they only had one purpose. To relieve the stress that had built up over so long. To smash, destroy, and unleash their unrestrained desires upon weak, lesser life-forms.


Then, in the distance, space distorted and brilliant light poured forth.


“Oh, that presence?”


There was no mistaking it.


The World Force of a Great Lord who ruled one of the twelve zones.


It was undoubtedly the Lord of Gold.


Thud!


The owner of that immense World Force sprawled across the ground, battered beyond recognition.


“Great Lord!”


The startled Lords hurried over and supported the Lord of Gold. Yet the Lord of Gold’s World Force was already close to extinction.


Who could have done this?


At that moment, someone walked toward them from ahead.


It was not one person. Ten, twenty, thirty.


A crowd of nearly a hundred. Broad-shouldered and powerfully built, every one of them possessed World Force far beyond that of the Generals.


The figure at the very front, in particular, possessed strength that could contend with a Great Lord.


No, was it even proper to call that figure human?


Who in the world were they?


“Wh-what are those things?”


Someone muttered in a terrified voice.


Neither the Lords nor the Rupture agents could find words to describe the beings before them. An incomprehensible sight beyond all reason had thrown their minds into confusion. They had never seen beings like them before.


One General gathered their courage and asked, “What are you? Why are you all naked?”


The imposing figure at the very front nodded and spoke.


[Ouroboros.]


A magical word that explained nothing, yet explained everything.


.


.


.


A short while later.


The Generals and Rupture agents, thoroughly defeated by the Longevity Clan’s merciless Ouroboros, crawled along the ground with miserable groans.


“Guhhh... How did this...”


When even the last General fell, silence once again filled the 《Palace of the Dead》.


La-Hamad, the Great Warrior and leader of the Longevity Clan, stood tall and quietly stared into that silence. Then a voice began to emerge from somewhere within it.


[Who are you?]


It was a voice that carried tremendous presence, yet sounded exhausted after losing most of its World Force. The voice asked again.


[Who are you? Could you be Gestalt?]


La-Hamad gazed quietly toward a point in the empty air, then replied in their naturally deep voice.


[Ouroboros.]


The air trembled.


How much time passed before the voice came again?


[One of their Clothes.]


The voice contained many meanings.


La-Hamad looked up into the empty air with calm eyes. There was no expression to be found anywhere in that emptiness, yet La-Hamad could sense Catastrophe’s agitation.


The emotions of the oldest god in the world, remembering their oldest friend.


Without realizing it, La-Hamad opened their mouth.


[Ouroboros. Thank you.]


Thank them? For what?


La-Hamad was suddenly startled to hear such a “human” expression come from their own mouth. It was not something that suited Gestalt, nor one of Gestalt’s Clothes or Followers. Had they been influenced by something? La-Hamad did not know.


Catastrophe, who had remained silent, spoke.


[How did you get here?]


La-Hamad returned to their usual manner and replied.


[Ouroboros.]


[That damned verbal habit is the same whether it is the first or one of its Clothes.]


[Ouroboros.]


Catastrophe seemed to be considering something. Silence settled in, as though Catastrophe were carefully savoring every hidden meaning within the word “Ouroboros.”


After a while, Catastrophe spoke.


[So that is it. That one asked you to come. That one... has finally obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」.]


The Three Ancient Gods’ ability to understand was truly deep and exceptional.


La-Hamad silently pressed their lips together.


Rumble.


The World Force of La-Hamad and the Longevity Clan began to envelop the 《Palace of the Dead》. The seal placed upon Catastrophe by the Great Lords faded, and the severed link began returning to its proper place.


Catastrophe spoke.


[It seems many things have happened.]


[Ouroboros.]


[How strong has that one become now? Strong enough to face a Great Lord?]


[Ourobo...]


[Say Ouroboros one more time, and I will kill you all.]


La-Hamad answered.


[He will accomplish what we could not.]


The unexpected reply caused the particles in the air to stir violently. A voice touched by strange disbelief came from the emptiness.


[Really? You think he can do it? Truly?]


[Catastrophe. Did you not make a contract with him because you thought so as well?]


[...]


[He can do it. He can destroy the worst “invention” we created.]


An invention.


Several memories suddenly came to mind.


The full story of the war between the Three Ancient Gods, two hundred and ten thousand years ago.


The beginning of all this tragedy...


[Does he know as well?]


[Probably.]


Catastrophe laughed bitterly.


[What a pathetic state I have fallen into. To rely on nothing more than a human.]


La-Hamad looked into the empty air with an odd expression.


[Catastrophe. We were human once as well.]


Catastrophe replied.


[We were. Once.]


* * *


Jaehwan slowly closed and opened his eyes. He felt the fullness of World Force flowing through his entire body.


The preparations were complete. His Clothes were speaking within him.


Jaehwan looked ahead again. Fifty angry Jeromes stood there.


“Catastrophe has been sealed. Do you think I was lying?”


“Of course you were not lying.”


“So you checked the link just now.”


The Jeromes burst into loud laughter.


“Then you know what I said was true. We made preparations in advance. Things could become troublesome if you were able to use 「Void Sword」.”


The Jeromes continued.


“We had already gathered enough information about you through 《Little Brother》. Your growth has exceeded our expectations, but without 「Void Sword」, you could never face the Great Lords.”


“...”


It was the thoroughness one would expect from a Great Lord. Jerome had already completed every investigation into Jaehwan beforehand. Clearly, not just anyone could become a Great Lord.


Yet Jaehwan still looked relaxed.


“Void Sword.”


Kiiiiing!


The sight of fifty Jeromes turning pale one by one was truly spectacular.


One of the grotesque Three Divine Artifacts, an artifact that infected souls: Catastrophe’s 「Void Sword」.


The Void Sword gave off a dark sword light in Jaehwan’s hand.


“How?”


Jaehwan did not know exactly how it had happened either. Only moments ago, intense vitality had surged through his soul, the link had reconnected, and he had suddenly become able to use 「Void Sword」.


Since he could use a Part without even being in a state of Descent, Catastrophe must have given him special permission.


It seems La-Hamad kept their promise.


Jaehwan threw the Void Sword in his hand into the air. It dissolved into powder in midair.


The Jeromes’ expressions changed again.


“What are you doing?”


“If I used this, the fight would be too boring.”


The truth was that the link was not stable enough for him to use it yet, but Jerome had no way of knowing that.


“You arrogant little brat.”


Jaehwan’s provocation properly enraged Jerome. Jerome’s eyes, mixed with confusion and fury, became a terrifying pressure.


Who had ever dared provoke Jerome like that?


All fifty Jeromes used Bash at once.


Overwhelming World Force gathered as every Jerome rushed toward Jaehwan simultaneously. It was enough power to reduce the entire Seventh Site to ruins.


Yet Jaehwan did not retreat.


It was not simple bravado. It was the result of a cold calculation.


The only Skills he can use are Bash and Shadow Substitute. Just those two.


Even those two alone held tremendous power.


Jerome’s World Force was powerful enough to rank among the three strongest opponents Jaehwan had ever faced.


Jaehwan slowly blinked.


I did not train this power to face someone at this level, but it will do.


“Die alone in the world you believe in.”


“Die in loneliness.”


The fifty shadows tore through the air and crowded around Jaehwan. Sharp warnings came from all sides, and Jerome soon covered every direction around him.


A darkness of certain death, without even the smallest gap to escape through.


The world was being swallowed by pitch black.


Within the complete darkness, Jaehwan’s left eye blinked.


The shadow of a serpent writhed across his retina. Ouroboros, biting its own tail, spun violently as Jaehwan’s eye gave off a dazzling radiance.


Gestalt’s Eye.


Innate Setting, 「Cognitive Dissonance」.


The flow of time slowed, and the voices of his Clothes began pouring into Jaehwan’s mind with explosive force.


「No.」


「That many is impossible.」


「What are you thinking?」


「What the hell are you...!」


At the center of those endlessly negative voices, Jaehwan shook his head.


Then he said,


“It is possible. Believe.”


Voices from Clothes that resonated with him followed.


「It is possible.」


「Of course it is.」


「It can be done.」


「It certainly can.」


「Why even ask something so obvious?」


「I believe.」


Possibility and impossibility.


The boundary between will and reality.


Something was born within that fierce gap.


Kwwwaaaaaaah!


With a dazzling storm of World Force, countless Jeromes who had charged at Jaehwan were thrown back simultaneously. A stunned Jerome rolled across the dirt and opened his eyes wide.


Jaehwan’s World Force was rising explosively.


One billion...


Three billion...


Five billion...


World Force that rose without end.


The Jeromes’ mouths hung open.


How had he gained that much World Force? They had heard he only had one Follower.


The Ouroboros serpent spun fiercely within Jaehwan’s iris.


Jerome’s body shuddered after noticing the symbol too late.


Could it be?


Jaehwan glanced toward the sky and spoke.


Eyes in the blazing heavens were looking down at him.


“Like you said, perhaps I really am the only one living while believing in ‘this world.’”


Seven billion...


Eight billion...


Nine billion...


“Even so, it does not matter.”


As Jerome staggered backward, he noticed that every one of his doppelgangers wore the exact same expression.


A chill slowly rose and paralyzed his limbs. Terror ran through his mind.


Even for a Great Lord who had lived for so long, finding fear in his own expression was unfamiliar.


Jerome, protected by the System.


A Great Lord stronger than anyone else within the System.


Jerome unconsciously rubbed his eyes because he thought this could not be reality.


Yet it was reality. Another reality agreed upon beyond the existing one.


Jerome saw it clearly.


Countless “Jaehwans” standing behind Jaehwan. Thousands upon thousands of Jaehwans.


Was that not already a world of its own?


A vision of thousands of Jaehwans pointing their sword tips at Jerome at once.


World Force far beyond ten billion had finished gathering.


“Go.”


A wave of Fall swallowed Jerome.
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“How could the world change merely because one star fell?”


「Rupture」 Fourth Division Commander, Kasim.


* * *


Adel, the aide, was looking up at the sky.


Dark clouds gathered at the borders of distant Sites. It looked as though a heavy rain was about to pour down.


Pitter, patter.


Tiny droplets fell here and there.


Rain in the 《Abyss》 consisted of fine particles of World Force. The particles were too small for getting caught in the rain to noticeably increase one’s World Force, but they did have a restorative effect. Perhaps that was why even grueling Holy Wars tended to ease off when the rainy season came.


The rain did not discriminate between gods. Vicegerents and Followers exhausted by battle stopped fighting, stood together in the rain, and enjoyed a brief moment of rest.


For as long as the rain fell, even the 《Abyss》 was granted a short peace.


“It is raining.”


The one who spoke was Mirel, Rupture’s Fifth Division Commander, standing beside Adel.


Adel glanced at Mirel’s golden hair, darkened by the rain, and replied.


“It is the rainy season.”

“So it will be peaceful for a while.”

“Would you not call it a deceptive peace?”

“Deceptive?”


Adel silently watched the gathering clouds.


In the 《Abyss》, immense World Force exerted its own gravitational pull. The Sites that had formed around the Eight Divine Thrones worked on a similar principle. Raindrops, which were particles of World Force, also naturally reacted to great concentrations of World Force.


Yet even the Eight Divine Thrones would struggle to create clouds in such vast numbers through their presence alone. For a large-scale weather anomaly to occur, at least two Divine Thrones had to meet, or a being with even greater power had to be born in the 《Abyss》.


Neither possibility was pleasant for Vicegerents. If Divine Thrones met, battle would follow. If something stronger than them was born, bloodshed would sweep through the 《Abyss》.


That was why the beings of the 《Abyss》 respected the rainy season.


“Adel, I have known you for seven hundred years already.”

“Then the same must be true for me.”

“I have always thought it was a mistake to keep someone as talented as you in the post of an inexperienced Company Commander’s aide.”

“You flatter me.”

“But I was also glad you were their aide. Clumsy youngsters need a cool-headed aide like you, or they might make absurd mistakes.”

“Is that so?”


Despite the rare praise, Adel did not look particularly pleased. Mirel continued.


“Still, you seem strangely sentimental today.”

“Does rain not make people sentimental?”

“That is true for ordinary humans.”

“I was once an ordinary human too. Perhaps I still am.”


Mirel seemed to turn those words over for a moment before speaking again.


“Ordinary humans cannot reach Awakening.”

“Do you truly believe that?”


Adel slowly looked around.


The members of 「Rupture」 were enjoying the rain. They tried to hide it, but they could not conceal the emotions faintly showing on their faces.


Most were young souls who had only recently ascended to the 《Abyss》 and joined 「Rupture」. Some looked excited. Others were lost in deep thought. Every one of them wore the face of someone remembering something.


Watching them, Adel continued.


“They are all ordinary humans.”

“...”

“And young people who may soon die.”


Not one of them had avoided the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉. Everyone here had passed through that terrible simulation. They had come this far after killing their own memories, again and again and again.


Yet faint emotions still remained in them.


Did being a killer mean one had no emotions?


Adel did not know whether they still deserved to be called human. Still, Adel hoped.


That they would not die. And if they did die, that they could at least die as humans.


Mirel tilted her head as though she found this strange.


“You truly are not yourself today, Adel.”

“A person cannot always remain the same. Someone in 「Rupture」 today may become something else tomorrow.”

“Is this because of the Company Commander you recently accompanied?”


For the first time, unease crossed Adel’s face.


“I do not know what you mean.”

“I mean Yoonhwan.”


Kim Yoonhwan. A brief wave of emotion crossed Adel’s face at the thought of his name after so long.


He was a young man who did not belong in the 《Abyss》. A man with a soul too pure to be worn away within 「Rupture」.


That was why he had eventually left 「Rupture」.


Why was that?


A quiet smile passed across Adel’s lips at the thought of him.


“Perhaps it is.”

“Perhaps?”

“Perhaps I unknowingly drew some strength from that young soul.”

“Adel, are you seriously saying that...”

“And I do not believe Fifth Division Commander is in a position to say such things either.”


Mirel’s elegant brow creased slightly.


“What kind of insolence is that?”

“Was it not Fifth Division Commander who arbitrarily stopped Yoonhwan’s 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉?”


Mirel’s eyes widened slightly, as though she had not expected that subject to come up here.


She spoke defensively.


“That was...”

“He did not clear the simulation.”

“Even so, he Awakened.”

“Ah, Awakening. Since when has 「Rupture」 accepted something so incomplete as Awakening?”


Mirel did not answer.


Adel continued.


“Something is changing, Fifth Division Commander. You, me, and the other Awakened Ones as well.”


Mirel was silent for a long time.


Pitter, patter.


The cool sensation of rain striking her palm.


Mirel finally spoke.


“Yes. Perhaps it is.”


It sounded reluctant, but it was sincere.


Mirel knew as well.


An unsettling change could be felt.


She did not know what that change was, but something was undeniably happening.


“But before we change, the time of revolution will come for us first.”

“What do you mean?”


The falling rain gradually thickened.


Neither Mirel nor Adel had seen rain this heavy in seven hundred years. No World Force close to the level of a Divine Throne could be felt nearby. If so, perhaps this was a sign that a being just as powerful was about to return to the 《Abyss》.


Mirel kept staring at the sky, unconcerned by the rain entering her eyes. A terrifying being capable of controlling the whole of the 《Abyss》 was there.


More precisely, it was said to be there.


The dark clouds now obscured that place, but even without them, Mirel did not possess the kind of “eyes” needed to see it. Not just anyone could have such eyes.


Perhaps someone might ask how one could believe in something unseen.


But it was not belief. It was something they naturally knew.


Without something like that, the world could not possibly be this way.


Adel seemed to realize something and spoke.


“Do not tell me the rumor was true?”

“...”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”


Thunder rumbled.


Mirel trembled slightly, but did not lower her gaze. She looked like someone desperately trying to imagine the being beyond the clouds.


“Tomorrow, the Commander will go strike 《Big Brother》. The Abyss’s long two hundred and ten thousand years are finally coming to an end.”


Perhaps sensing the resolve in her voice, Adel stared blankly at the sky as well.


An organization formed for a single purpose, which had raced forward all the way to this point. At last, the ending they had longed for was close at hand.


Adel suddenly wanted to ask.


“Do you think the world will change, Fifth Division Commander?”


Mirel did not answer.


Adel could not tell whether her silence meant the world would not change, or that she did not know such things herself.


Perhaps they had grown too old to think about matters like that.


* * *


At the same time, lightning struck the skies over the Second Site.


As rain intermittently beat against Buddha’s entire body, the God of Reincarnation silently stared ahead.


It is almost tomorrow. There is not much time.


Before Buddha stood the Second Site’s Inner Fortress, which should have fallen three days ago.


A battle that had lasted a full week.


It had been a fight sublime enough to finally deserve the name Holy War. The Followers and Vicegerents fighting to protect their god had been so relentless that even though the tide had clearly turned against them, not the slightest fear could be seen in their eyes.


Buddha spat on the ground and asked Kasim, who stood nearby.


“Fourth Division Commander. How many gods has the Commander gathered so far? Do you have records?”

“Twenty-five thousand mid-grade gods and twelve hundred high-grade gods. On top of that, two of the Eight Divine Thrones have been absorbed. Do you need statistics on the low-grade gods as well?”

“No. There is no point absorbing low-grade gods.”


Without looking away from the Inner Fortress, Buddha quickly finished calculating.


They still did not have enough World Force to begin their Grand Plan. To complete it, they had to absorb at least two more beings at the level of the Eight Divine Thrones.


According to the plan, everything should have ended once they absorbed the Dragon God Droyan, master of the Second Site, and Nameless, the God of Madness and master of the Seventh Site...


Jerome has gone silent at the Seventh Site.


Nameless, the God of Madness, guarded the Seventh Site.


Buddha knew Nameless well enough to know that two Great Lords and one Division Commander should have been more than enough to deal with him.


Besides, one of those Great Lords was Jerome, the Lord of Darkness, who would not fall far behind Buddha even if they fought.


Yet Jerome had gone silent.


Could he have betrayed us?


Buddha bit down hard on his lip.


If Jerome had betrayed them, events could take an unexpected turn. Even if Buddha captured the Dragon God here, they would need the World Force of one more Divine Throne.


That damned Dragon God is still holed up in there, holding out... Hm?


A troubling look crossed Buddha’s face. As if sensing something ominous, Buddha spoke in a heavy voice.


“We are going in.”

“Now? But this is...”

“I know it is the rainy season.”


The rule was not to fight during the rainy season.


“But this is not a situation where we can worry about that. We have to go now.”


Buddha’s tone was firm.


Kasim fell silent for a moment, then nodded.


“Understood. We will enter with you.”

“No. You all return from here. We cannot know what might happen.”


Kasim’s expression twisted at Buddha’s words.


“What do you mean...?”

“It is an order. Return to the home base. Otherwise, get as far away from this Site as you can.”


There was no hierarchy among Rupture’s Division Commanders.


Yet Buddha had said “order.” What nonsense was that?


Still, Kasim did not miss the urgency that crossed Buddha’s face at that moment.


Buddha, the First Division Commander, was a powerhouse whom even all the other Division Commanders together could not be sure of defeating. If someone like him was speaking this forcefully, there had to be a reason.


“Hurry. It will be troublesome if you get caught up in this too.”

“Understood. Then I will withdraw as far as possible and observe the situation.”


That was as far as Kasim’s pride allowed him to yield.


Kasim began leading the members away. A black tide receding like the ebbing sea. Only a devastated battlefield remained where 「Rupture」 had stood.


A short while later, ashes scattered from the fortress of 〈Naraka〉 in the Second Site, and someone began walking out.


An unforgettable fashion sense.


Smoky makeup, a black eyepatch covering one eye, an open black vest, dragon tattoos covering both arms, black fingerless gloves studded with metal spikes, and finally, the huge pillow Doll hanging from the stranger’s back, the final touch to it all.


Droyan was the master of the Second Site, left battered after fighting Buddha for the past week.


The 《Abyss》 called Droyan by the following name.


The Dragon God Droyan.


Having completed a full descent upon a Vicegerent, Droyan spoke in an irritating voice.


[Mimi Nya, could you ask why no one is visible even though this body came out personally?]


A speech bubble then appeared behind the pillow on Droyan’s back.


‘Cowards! Cowards!’


“So the Dragon God has finally come out to die.”


Buddha found it deeply unpleasant that he had fought someone like this for an entire week. Droyan was not an opponent Buddha could not defeat if Buddha fought with everything, but the damage from such a battle would be difficult to bear.


More than anything, Droyan’s Setting, 「Black Flame Dragon」, possessed destructive power considered among the strongest in the 《Abyss》.


Droyan began talking to the pillow Doll hanging from Droyan’s back.


[Mimi Nya, you think so too. Everyone has been eagerly awaiting this body’s appearance.]


‘The Abyss’s hope! The Abyss’s hope!’


[Heh heh heh.]


‘The bald monk is so stiff-necked! The bald monk is so stiff-necked!’


[An arrogant fellow like that needs to be crushed beneath us.]


‘Black Flame Dragon power! Black Flame Dragon power!’


[Of course that is what I intend, Mimi Nya. Now, let us begin. O power closer to Legend than legend.]


‘Fate’s destiny! Fate’s destiny!’


[Darkness...]


‘Darkness’s dark! Darkness’s dark!’


Buddha frowned.


That lunatic needed a beating.


As Buddha gathered World Force into both hands, a special current of World Force formed in the air. Buddha’s prized Innate Setting unfolded.


「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」


A gigantic image appeared behind Buddha.


A Buddha with a thousand arms. Countless palms exploded fragments of World Force through the air as they poured down upon Droyan.


Buddha thought:


I will use everything. Even if I take losses, I will finish this bastard now.


Before the descending palms, Droyan wore a panicked expression, having yet to activate 「Black Flame Dragon」, Droyan’s Innate Setting.


[Hell deeper than hell, west of the west... Ngh, my chant is not finished yet...!]


‘Coward! Coward!’


The 「Black Flame Dragon」 that activated belatedly in Droyan’s hand had only just begun to raise its head.


Its difficult conditions of use and long activation time were the sole weakness of the strongest Setting, 「Black Flame Dragon」.


The incompletely summoned Black Flame Dragon began to be crushed bit by bit beneath Buddha’s full-powered 「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」.


Droyan’s expression twisted.


[Mimi Nya, I loved you.]


‘Love’s love! Love’s love!’


Buddha pushed the World Force of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara to its limit.


“You are still spewing bullshit to the end.”


Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


Ten strikes, twenty strikes, thirty strikes.


Every time a palm of 「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」 struck, Droyan’s body bent at grotesque angles.


[Heh heh, heh. Heh. Gah! Ngh! Ngh! Ngh ngh heh ngh!]


‘Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah!’


A sound that could have been laughter or crying flowed from Droyan.


Silver clots of blood poured out at last.


A Divine Throne once called invincible against all but 《Big Brother》 was nearing a hollow end.


“Dragon God, you look terrible.”


Then someone’s voice reached Droyan’s ears.


A voice only Droyan could hear.


Realizing who it was, Droyan cried out convulsively.


[Mimi Nya, could you offer words of welcome to my dearest friend?]


‘Flame’s flame! Flame’s flame!’


[Who said someone like you was my friend?]

[Mimi Nya, it seems our love has won after all.]


‘Miracle’s miracle! Miracle’s miracle!’


[Yes, that damned God Complex of yours hasn’t changed at all.]


‘Love is invincible! Love is invincible! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah! Kyaah!’


[Mimi Nya seems to be doing well too.]


Whoosh!


A spectacle of flames exploded one after another through the air. Great hellfire, unlike anything found anywhere in the 《Abyss》, spread across the battlefield. Massive flower buds of flame opened, crimson fire bursting into bloom across the Site.


Buddha hurriedly controlled 「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」 to protect himself.


Flames covered the entire sky. Even a thousand palms could not block all that heat.


Buddha knew the name of this Setting.


「Crimson Flame Tribulation」


One of the strongest Settings in the 《Abyss》, competing with Droyan’s 「Black Flame Dragon」 for the highest level of destructive power.


[Crimson Flame Tribulation has gotten much stronger. Was all that training in the forest worth it?]


“Are you jealous? Then you should strip naked and go scrub their backs too.”


[I will pass.]


With Ignis’s voice, the flames withdrew, revealing a man.


“Hey, bald monk. Are you the one called Buddha?”


A naked man with a red pompadour.


“You dare turn my 〈Tropical Night〉 into this mess?”


Karavan, Ignis’s Vicegerent, who had parted ways with Jaehwan in the forest of madness, stood there revealing far too much.
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Buddha gave a bitter smile as they watched the raging flames.


‘This is why I tried to finish things quickly.’


Buddha had already sensed powerful World Force approaching, enough to rival their own. They had never imagined it would belong to Ignis, the God of Flames.


Two of the Eight Divine Thrones, no less.


And they were the God of Flames Ignis and the Dragon God Droyan.


If those two attacked together, it was clear that no one in the 《Abyss》, not even Buddha, could come out unscathed.


Karavan held flames in both hands and spoke boldly.


“Buddha, I will finish you for good.”


Ignis clicked their tongue at the cliché provocation.


[Karavan, where did you learn a line that lame?]


“I got carried away. I have been taking nothing but beatings in the forest of madness every day...”


There was a trace of sorrow in his voice.


Whoooooosh.


Countless buds of flame swayed around Karavan. It looked as though one side of the sky had blossomed with dazzling fire. The fully bloomed crimson flames followed Karavan’s command, burning through the air and leaving trails like a meteor shower.


Their target was Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara.


The palms brushed by the flames blackened and burned away, leaving holes behind. Buddha’s expression hardened. The heat was fierce enough to burn away the remaining Clothes on Buddha’s body, which had been half-naked from the start.


[Why are you burning Clothes? You did not pick up any weird tastes there, did you?]


“Heh heh. I prefer scrubbing off grime to stripping Clothes.”


Despite the words, Buddha continued to be stripped away.


The number of palms regenerated by Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara increased in proportion to the flames of Crimson Flame Tribulation pouring in. World Force collided with World Force, and deafening thunder shook the area.


It was a battle between evenly matched powers.


Still, the advantage was gradually shifting toward Ignis and Karavan. Buddha’s soul form was slowly melting, unable to block the heat completely.


Buddha gritted their teeth.


Was Ignis’s World Force always this powerful?


The destructive force of the incoming 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」 far surpassed anything Buddha had known.


[That bald monk is pretty impressive. Other than Droyan, that bastard may be the only one who has endured Crimson Flame Tribulation this well.]


Karavan nodded in agreement.


“I heard it from the Longevity Clan. They said some Divine Thrones were hiding their strength. Buddha was one of them.”


That was when Buddha’s movements changed completely.


「Thousand-Handed Joining Palms」.


As the palms of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara pressed together, a terrifying blast of wind swept away the flames at once. Buddha spoke at the same time.


“The Longevity Clan? Did you just say the Longevity Clan?”


“Oh, you heard that?”


Karavan snickered.


Buddha stared at him in disbelief, then seemed to realize something.


“Did you enter the forest of madness? Is that why you were nowhere to be seen at the Third Site?”


“That is right. I heard about you there too. Buddha, the God of Reincarnation. The one who once came closest to 「Gestalt’s Eye」, one of the Three Divine Artifacts.”


[That bastard came closest to 「Gestalt’s Eye」?]


Ignis sounded shocked. It seemed even Ignis, one of the Divine Thrones, had not known this story.


“That is what they said, God. Buddha never fully understood Ouroboros, so Buddha did not obtain 「Gestalt’s Eye」, but apparently came very close.”


[What is Ouroboros?]


“Ha, that is complicated to explain...”


Fortunately, Karavan did not need to explain. After the World Force of Crimson Flame Tribulation and Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara clashed, the battle entered a brief lull.


Buddha smiled.


“I see. You are my junior.”


“My junior?”


“Yes.”


Karavan burst into loud laughter.


“Ha ha! What junior? Should I treat someone who ran away halfway through training as a senior?”


“...”


“I heard so much about how you and Nameless ran away without completing La-Hamad’s training that my ears nearly bled!”


Buddha’s expression turned cold. They had apparently never expected the Longevity Clan to share even that story. Buddha opened their mouth as if making an excuse.


“La-Hamad’s training cannot be completed. You would know if you tried it. Rather than waste time there...”


“What are you talking about? It can be completed. I even saw someone who completed it and obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」.”


“Completed the training?”


Buddha knew better than anyone in the 《Abyss》 how arduous and difficult La-Hamad’s training was.


Buddha had also abandoned Molting at the final boiling bath and returned to the secular world. The thought that someone had finished that training and gained the Eye was impossible to believe.


“Who obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」?”


“That is...”


Buddha’s question remained unanswered. Powerful World Force was flying toward Buddha from the front.


[Move aside! My dear friend, ‘Flame of Flames’!]


“Droyan must be in a real hurry. Droyan is speaking directly.”


With Karavan’s words, black flames shot up toward the sky.


The massive body of a black dragon twisted as if it were alive. Holding the right arm with the left hand, Droyan let out a strange laugh.


[Heh heh, to think I would have to use this power. Now, everything will be destroyed.]


‘You should tell me! You should tell me!’


[Mimi Nya, tell the humans that they are all finished as of today.]


‘That bald monk is a god! That bald monk is a god!’


Ignis, who had been watching, also spoke.


[It has been a while since I joined forces with that bastard.]


“What? What are you going to do with that thing?”


[Attack together. It is the only way to finish this in one blow.]


It seemed that side had also charged its strength nearly to the limit.


[Mimi Nya, let us go! This is the East’s West!]


‘The North’s South! The South’s North!’


[The West’s East! Uwaaaah!]


There were too many things worth pointing out, but Karavan and Ignis decided to pretend they had heard none of it.


Setting, 「Black Flame Dragon」


A massive black dragon raced through the air like a runaway train. Its enormous body bucked and twisted as it circled the sky once, then roared and dove toward Buddha.


True to the Setting called the strongest in the 《Abyss》 in terms of destructive power, the Black Flame Dragon’s momentum was terrifying.


Not to be outdone, Karavan sent forth Ignis’s World Force.


Setting, 「Crimson Flame Tribulation」


The brilliantly bursting flames wrapped around the black dragon’s enormous body, driving its acceleration even further. It was a sight worthy of the name Black Flame Dragon.


Droyan shouted triumphantly.


[Mimi Nya, tell them of this glorious moment!]


‘The Descent of the Blood Dragon! The Descent of the Blood Dragon!’


“Do not give it a name like that!”


The hastily gathered palms of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara failed to stop the black dragon’s charge and shattered miserably.


Then Buddha screamed.


“Gyaaaah!”


World Force exploded, and dazzling light filled the sky.


Rain made of World Force poured down from above. It was a torrential downpour born from the clash of powerful Divine Thrones.


“His scream was pretty cliché.”


Karavan shook off the World Force clinging to him like dust and descended from the air.


Buddha was nowhere to be seen where the black dragon had passed. Buddha had vanished without a trace.


Karavan’s whole body felt heavy from the enormous consumption of World Force. He barely managed to catch his breath as he muttered,


‘That was my part, Jaehwan.’


The Dragon God Droyan’s body staggered, as though their World Force had run dry. Droyan collapsed onto the ground with the pillow Doll in their arms.


[Heh, heh heh.]


‘Victory’s victory! Victory’s victory!’


Karavan silently looked down at Droyan and clicked his tongue.


Tears flowed from Droyan’s uncovered eye. Karavan felt a sudden pang of pity.


“What crime did Droyan’s Vicegerent commit? To end up meeting a god like this...”


[Poor bastard. You should be grateful to me.]


“Of course. What should we do with Droyan now?”


[We should take Droyan with us. Droyan may still be useful, even like this. Droyan is one of the Eight Divine Thrones, after all.]


“I suppose so.”


[When were you supposed to meet the Guide of Destruction and his companions, or whatever they are called? We can leave Droyan with them.]


“The Guide of Destruction and his companions? Hmm. First, Jaehwan should be getting in touch with that friend soon...”


Karavan grinned as he checked the long-distance communication Setting.


Ignis found that expression unfamiliar. Karavan had never looked that happy while traveling with Ignis.


Was it the unease felt by one of the Eight Divine Thrones?


Ignis began to offer a warning.


[Karavan. Fighting 「Rupture」 is one thing, but don't get too close to Jaehwan...]


That was when something strange happened.


Karavan’s face went pale as he adjusted the communication Setting.


Just as Ignis’s warning reached him, Karavan kicked off the ground and flew into the air.


Countless palms crashed down where Karavan had been standing moments earlier. A thousand hands made of World Force bombarded the ground without discrimination.


Unfortunately, something had taken those palms head-on.


It was the Dragon God Droyan.


[M-Mimi Nya...]


‘Save me! Save me!’


The Dragon God Droyan reached toward the pillow Doll, then their body went limp.


The Dragon God’s final Vicegerent was disappearing.


Droyan’s fading World Force was sucked into somewhere in the empty air.


It was an incomprehensible phenomenon.


A moment later, a small lotus form blossomed in the air where the World Force had been absorbed. Inside the slowly opening lotus was the naked Buddha, who had vanished only moments ago.


“Haah, haah, haah...”


Like a newborn child, Buddha vomited up amniotic fluid, then slowly blinked and carefully examined their entire body.


Karavan muttered in disbelief.


“God, what the hell was that? How could that bastard...”


[Do not ask me. It is my first time seeing it too. I had only heard the rumor, but I did not think it would be true.]


“A rumor? What rumor?”


[The rumor that Buddha does not die.]


Buddha’s muttering reached Karavan’s stunned ears.


“The 1,617th one died too... It feels unpleasant every time.”


The tone was that of someone who had transcended even death.


Karavan watched the process unfolding in Buddha’s body with disbelieving eyes.


Wait, could that be...


Karavan had seen something similar in the forest of madness. Members of the Longevity Clan who had experienced nirvana through Ouroboros would sometimes show the same sight.


Shedding a layer of their own shell.


The process of taking off Clothes, Molting.


That was what the Longevity Clan called it.


“You there, redhead. Were you the one who killed the 1,617th me?”


“You, what the hell...”


Buddha’s eyes clouded as though searching through the memories of the dead Buddha. A moment later, a faint smile appeared on Buddha’s lips as they looked at Karavan.


“I see. You know about La-Hamad. Then you must have heard of my ability as well.”


Karavan flinched as their eyes met.


“You, those eyes...!”


Within Buddha’s eyes, the shape of a serpent spun fiercely.


Jaehwan’s eyes had looked the same after he obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


There was one difference. In Buddha’s eyes, the serpent could not consume its own tail.


In other words, it was not complete Ouroboros.


La-Hamad’s words flashed through Karavan’s mind.


“He did not obtain 「Gestalt’s Eye」. Instead, he used the power of Molting to obtain another 「Setting」.”


Karavan realized that the power Buddha had just displayed was that very 「Setting」. He should have asked La-Hamad for more details when he heard that story. It had been a mistake not to.


Buddha looked almost unchanged, aside from a minute loss of World Force.


One layer of Clothes had disappeared from Buddha’s outer surface.


And Buddha had come back to life as if by magic.


‘No way?’


Karavan’s eyes widened.


“You seem to understand.”


Buddha smiled as if Karavan were ridiculous.


“All beings are collections of countless Clothes. If one set of Clothes is torn, all you need to do is discard that one set.”


A Setting that allowed Buddha to revive from any brush with death by sacrificing only one set of Clothes.


「Reincarnation」


That was the invincible Setting that had raised Buddha to become one of the Eight Divine Thrones.


“I am immortal.”


Karavan unconsciously stepped back. His will and body were moving separately.


A fierce denial that such an absurd Setting could not exist, and the fear that Buddha’s words might be true.


[Calm down, Karavan.]


Ignis urgently called out, having sensed Karavan’s turmoil.


World Force was raging inside Karavan’s body. The flower buds of Crimson Flame Tribulation held in both hands bloomed, and heat soaked the air.


Even as the palms of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara melted, Buddha smiled.


“Yes, come at me as much as you like.”


With every ragged breath Karavan let out, the smile on Buddha’s lips grew deeper.
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The Seventh Site of the 《Abyss》, 〈Epoche〉.


Epoche, where the fierce battle against the Great Lords had taken place, was recovering its former appearance as though nothing had happened.


More than anything, Nameless, who had remained silent for so long, had declared their return.


“Don’t you think we should change the Site’s nickname now? From ‘Where Hope Sets’ to ‘Where Despair Sets.’”


A few gossipmongers who liked jumping to conclusions had already started saying such things. Those who had remained silent began to speak, and hope that had nearly gone out was kindled anew.


At the center of that spark stood one man.


His fame in the 《Abyss》 already rivaled that of the Eight Divine Thrones.


“That brat gets a little famous, and now he won’t even show his face.”


Yu Seolha, who had received Nameless’s permission to reorganize the Seventh Site’s forces, stalked through the fortress of 〈Edmund〉 with a deep frown.


She spotted Cheongheo flirting with passing maenads.


“Master. Have you seen Jaehwan?”


Cheongheo startled with a hiccup when he noticed Yu Seolha, then pretended not to hear. The maenads seized the chance and ran away.


Yu Seolha swallowed the anger boiling inside her and snapped at him.


“Aren’t you letting your guard down too much? We barely won the last battle. That doesn’t mean everything is over. The war has only just begun.”


“Ahem, I know that.”


“Someone who knows that should not be standing here...”


“Still, can we not rest for a while? It has been a long time since we won so overwhelmingly.”


Overwhelming. It was understandable that he would see it that way.


Yu Seolha recalled the battle from two days ago.


The desperate clash between Jaehwan and Jerome.


When did that brat become so strong?


A thousand sword strikes flew toward Jerome, shredding his soul to pieces. Yu Seolha would never forget that scene, vivid as a panorama, for as long as she lived. Remembering it alone made her knees weak.


Cheongheo grinned.


“I didn’t know that bastard Jaehwan had become that strong either.”


Cheongheo was just as thrilled by the memory of that battle. No one who had been there could have avoided that excitement.


Anyone beside Jaehwan became addicted to hope. After experiencing something that sweet, there was no way they could ever return to how they had been before.


“It’s still too soon. That level of strength won’t be enough to stop the Commander.”


“Heh heh, what pride for a little girl. You were the one who came looking for me first, going on about Jaehwan.”


“Will you shut up?”


“By the way, did you apologize to Jaehwan? You must have done plenty of things wrong to him.”


“Forget that. Have you heard anything about Varkant?”


“The Great Lord who ran away that day? Sadly, there has been no word since we lost him at the portal.”


Letting Great Lord Varkant escape had been their only mistake that day.


The Dragon Lord had abandoned the front the moment he sensed Jerome’s death. The Allies had chased him all the way to the portal, but they had failed to catch him in the end.


“What can you do about someone who already got away? Forget it. It’s not like we came away empty-handed.”


“That’s true, but...”


“We killed Jerome, who was called the strongest among the Great Lords, and captured Imai, Rupture’s Third Division Commander. We could not have hoped for a better result.”


Her mind did not accept it, but Cheongheo was right in her heart.


They had been that desperate then.


It had not been a matter of victory or defeat, but a battle for survival. They had won a great victory in that battle. On top of that, they had gained a foothold to fight 「Rupture」 in earnest, with Nameless and the Seventh Site supporting them.


Maybe it was enough that things had turned out well.


Yu Seolha sighed.


“What about Karavan? Did you contact him?”


“Ah, that fellow. They say they can’t reach him.”


“What? Why?”


“How should I know? Jaehwan checked earlier too, but his communication Setting was completely dead.”


“Could something have happened? I heard the war on the Second Site’s side was nearly over too.”


Cheongheo shrugged at her worried voice.


“Well... it’s not like he would have been defeated. If Droyan and Ignis joined forces, no one in the 《Abyss》 would dare fight them.”


“You never know. We need every hand we can get right now. A powerhouse like Karavan would be a huge asset. If something happened to him...”


“Hey.”


“What?”


“You worry about too many useless things. How long has it been since you left 「Rupture」? Why are you already making another mountain of worries and carrying it all by yourself?”


“...”


“Try relaxing for a moment. Nothing gets solved just because you browbeat everyone all day.”


After saying that, Cheongheo started looking around for more maenads.


Yu Seolha bit her lip as she watched him wander through the fortress’s inner corridors with a foolish grin.


She knew Cheongheo was right. There was nothing she could solve by running around alone. Even so, his advice was impossible for her to follow.


Perhaps it was because she had found the answer she wanted too quickly. Knowing her choice had been right only made her more anxious. She feared the answer she had barely found might disappear, or that some small clue she had missed would prove it wrong.


Cheongheo’s voice came from the distance.


“Is that not Jaehwan?”


Outside the corridor, Jaehwan and several members of the Guides of Destruction stood talking quietly.


Yu Seolha tilted her head.


“Why is everyone standing over there?”


“Ahem, come to think of it, today...”


Cheongheo said something after that, but Yu Seolha could not hear him. A flash of lightning went through her mind, briefly paralyzing her thoughts.


“Wh-what the hell is he doing?”


* * *


Outside the fortress of 〈Edmund〉.


“Jaehwan, will this really be all right?”


Runald asked with a worried expression.


In truth, that question was not Runald’s alone. Karlton and Sirwen, standing nearby, wanted to ask Jaehwan the same thing.


Jaehwan nodded.


“It doesn’t matter.”


He looked at the person before him.


“Go.”


Everyone’s eyes turned toward one man.


No one in the fortress failed to recognize him. He was the one who had arrived at the Site two days ago and slaughtered countless Vicegerents.


He was short and held a broken katana.


His dust-covered beard hung crookedly, like pride that had been trampled into the dirt.


Rupture’s Third Division Commander, Imai Kazuki.


That was his name.


A hollow laugh escaped Imai’s lips, now that he had lost his World Force.


The Vicegerents jeered at him. Some threw stones. A wound split open on his forehead, and silver dust trickled down.


“What are you doing? How can you let him go?”


Yu Seolha’s voice came as she rushed over at last.


Imai’s resentful eyes rested briefly on Yu Seolha’s face.


Someone swallowed as their gazes met.


A moment later, Yu Seolha drew her weapon as if she had made up her mind.


“I knew this would happen. I’ll kill him myself.”


“There’s no need.”


“We have to kill him! If he goes back to Maiad, we’ll have another powerful enemy to deal with.”


It was a cold judgment, hard to believe from someone who had once belonged to the same 「Rupture」.


Just as Jaehwan was about to speak, a voice came from behind them.


“That won’t happen. Imai can no longer rise again.”


It was Cheongheo, who had followed Yu Seolha.


“He has lost his world.”


Yu Seolha sharpened her sight and examined Imai. Only a feeble aura remained around him, too weak to call World Force. It was no longer the power she remembered.


“Imai, you...”


Imai avoided her eyes.


That confirmed everything.


He lost 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


Amazingly, Imai’s entire Unique World had been destroyed. It was probably Jaehwan’s work. With his 「Fall」, it was possible.


So that was it. Imai could no longer...


Cheongheo’s words struck her heart.


He was right. An Awakened One without a Unique World could no longer wield power anywhere.


Then Jaehwan spoke.


“The old man is wrong.”


“Huh? What are you talking about now?”


“He can become strong again.”


“What?”


Yu Seolha asked in surprise this time.


“If he gains another Unique World instead of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, he can become an Awakened One again.”


In that instant, Yu Seolha understood what Jaehwan meant and what he intended.


A belated shiver ran through her.


Jaehwan was making Imai an offer.


Leave 「Rupture」. Create a new world of his own.


After a moment of silence, Imai muttered in a dazed voice.


“I did what was right. I fought to make a better world. I...”


“That’s why I’m letting you go.”


Imai’s expression became complicated at Jaehwan’s words.


Recognition from the strongest enemy he had ever fought was sending ripples through his heart.


“Leave. Find another world.”


The firm voice shook Imai’s soul.


The small doubts Imai had held toward 「Rupture」 grew stronger. Doubt soon reached Understanding. Streams of information flowing through his mind joined into a single river. Imai lifted his head and looked toward the end of that river.


Perhaps this was an opportunity.


An opportunity to forget who he had been through a new Selflessness, and begin everything again from the start.


Imai’s eyes met Yu Seolha’s once more. In that brief meeting, Yu Seolha understood what choice he would make.


“Find... another world?”


“...”


“What nonsense.”


It was the last pride he had left.


Or perhaps it could be called dignity.


“「Rupture」 was everything to me. Whether it was right or wrong, it was the path I walked and my history. And you’re telling me to betray it? Don’t be ridiculous.”


Imai gripped his broken katana tightly and pointed it at Jaehwan. Though they knew Imai had no World Force left, the Allies beside Jaehwan tensed. His presence gave them no choice.


“Yes, perhaps 「Rupture」 is wrong. Perhaps we have been walking the wrong path. But there’s something you don’t know.”


“...”


“No matter how miserable and sick a world may be, there are people for whom that world is everything.”


With a solemn smile, Imai’s katana drew an arc.


A dazzling beam of light moved.


Someone let out a small groan.


Imai’s katana was buried in his heart.


His body slowly collapsed.


“You’ll be cursed. One day, you’ll receive the fitting punishment for destroying all these worlds... heh heh... You, you too...”


His fading eyes turned toward Yu Seolha one last time.


“I... here, in my world...”


His weakening breath finally stopped.


Silver particles rose softly on a wind that blew from somewhere.


That was how Imai left the 《Abyss》.


“Why did you do this?”


Yu Seolha’s voice shook with emotion.


She did not particularly like Imai. Their natures were too different, and he was someone she could never have become close to.


Even so, Imai Kazuki had been her longtime Companion.


She hated Jaehwan for showing her such a sight. She resented him for driving Imai into making that choice. She knew those feelings were not fair, but Yu Seolha could not hide them.


“I only wanted to see something.”


“What could you possibly...!”


Yet when Yu Seolha saw Jaehwan’s face, she could not continue.


The man who had shattered Master Mulack’s 《Tower of Nightmares》.


The one who had unified 《Chaos》, destroyed the 《Palace of Rebirth》, and earned the recognition of the Ancient God Catastrophe.


The one who had slaughtered Lords, brought down 〈Metaverse〉, surpassed the Seven Stars and Eight Heavens, and finally stood shoulder to shoulder with the Eight Divine Thrones.


The Awakened One who had obtained 「Gestalt’s Eye」 in the Forest of Madness and defeated Jerome, the strongest Great Lord.


Those were achievements no human had ever accomplished. More precisely, they were things a human could not accomplish.


That was why Yu Seolha had quietly believed he could not be human. He had to be the answer she had sought for so long, someone far beyond humanity.


But that answer was not perfect.


He too was human.


She did not understand the heart of a human who had to destroy countless worlds for whatever reason. No matter how many years she lived, she would never understand even a trace of that state of mind.


Absurdly, loneliness welled up inside her. Though she knew it was not her loneliness, Yu Seolha could not endure the rising emotion.


“Then don’t make that face.”


“...”


“Don’t waver.”


Yu Seolha sharply turned and walked toward the interior of the fortress.


Only then did some of the Allies who had frozen in place begin to move.


Sirwen approached Jaehwan.


“Hey, are you okay?”


“Jaehwan. You did nothing wrong.”


Those gathered around him each added a word.


Jaehwan heard none of it. Imai’s final words would not leave his ears.


That was when the color of the sky changed.


It was not a change like storm clouds gathering or night falling. The sky itself was becoming complete darkness, like the background of the universe.


“Huh? What is that?”


Starting with Cheongheo’s startled voice, similar cries rang out one after another.


Something was happening in the sky, and throughout the entire 《Abyss》.


“What? The link has been cut!”


“M-me too!”


An ominous atmosphere spread with the voices of several Vicegerents.


The sudden loss of their links.


There was only one 「Setting」 capable of causing link severance on such a massive scale throughout the 《Abyss》.


Jaehwan knew that Setting well.


Deus Ex Machina’s Innate Setting.


「Plausibility Destruction」.


Kwoooooo!


As waves of World Force spread in an instant, Followers who had become Lost Ones screamed in agony.


The waves covered the entire 《Abyss》.


It was a massive Setting eruption unlike anything they had ever experienced.


Only then did Jaehwan realize this was not limited to the Seventh Site.


He did not know how such a miracle was possible. But he knew someone capable of causing it.


The Rupture Lord, Maiad van Declan.


“G-ghaaaah!”


As time passed, the influence of 「Plausibility Destruction」 grew stronger. Even Awakened Ones clutched their heads.


One by one, the Allies besides Jaehwan fell to their knees.


Then, after a while, the darkness in the sky rippled.


People soon realized it was not simple darkness.


“A Sanctuary?”


At Sirwen’s question, Cheongheo answered with a blank expression.


“Good heavens, brat. This is a Unique World.”


This darkness was someone’s Unique World. Someone’s immense World Force had covered the entire 《Abyss》 with their Unique World.


After the sky, the scenery aboveground began changing as well.


Corpses lay scattered everywhere in the still darkness. Rivers of blood flowed through the 《Abyss》, where blood should have been impossible.


Followers screamed at the sight of such a brutal massacre.


Yu Seolha, who had stopped walking and looked up at the sky, muttered.


“Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood...”


This was a kind of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


It was different from hers, but it certainly was...


“W-what is that?”


At someone’s voice, the Followers of the 《Abyss》 looked up.


A star shone within the darkness.


One star, brighter and larger than anything else.


The moment every soul in the 《Abyss》 saw the brilliant star shining in the darkness, their bodies trembled like prey animals. They knew what that star meant.


“That, that’s it, right?”


“There’s no doubt.”


“That’s the Big...”


“S-so it really took the form of a star.”


The next moment, something shot toward the star.


A flying object trailed a red tail behind it.


It was a Gigantes.


Kwoaaaaa!


The Gigantes displayed its World Force and swung its sword at the star with all its strength.


A blinding white light covered the sky with a thunderous roar. For an instant, the world became white as day.


Something shattered.


When the light faded, something appeared.


Then everyone there saw it.


The fall of a star.


“Ah, aah!”


“How can this be...?”


An emotion spread beyond confusion and fear.


In that moment, everyone in the 《Abyss》 understood what they were witnessing.


They were witnesses to a revolution.


The fall of one world. The moment another world began.


“It was true, it really was true! 「Rupture」...!”


“They finally did it!”


Every being watched the sight, overcome with emotion. Yet only two souls in the 《Abyss》 could not share that feeling as they looked at the sky.


“Jaehwan?”


Runald’s voice was full of incomprehension.


Jaehwan glanced at Runald, then quietly placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. Runald looked as though he could not make sense of anything, but he soon relaxed when he felt Jaehwan’s warmth.


Nothing had changed. At least not for me.


That was what Runald thought.


The remains of the exploded star were falling before the crowd’s eyes.


One day, as the world was dyed in darkness and countless souls became nutrients for the 《Tree of Illusion》, 《Big Brother》 at last fell from the sky of the Abyss.
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“What the Rupture Lord said was true.”


“《Big Brother》 really was a star...”


“And everything the Rupture Lord has done was to bring down 《Big Brother》?”


The war the Rupture Lord had started became a heroic tale of restoring the fallen 《Abyss》. That tale soon became reality, influencing the entire 《Abyss》.


Another week passed, and every tragedy caused by the Rupture Lord had been glorified. Rumors became truth, and the gods of the 《Abyss》 had no choice but to accept it.


‘《Big Brother》 fell at the hands of the Rupture Lord.’


It was the most shocking event to occur in the 《Abyss》 in nearly 210,000 years.


The gods and Followers of the Seventh Site were shaken by the unexpected news as well.


“Damn it! That bastard has completely buried the Seventh Site incident!”


The audience chamber of 〈Edmund〉, the Seventh Site.


Yu Seolha, who had somehow become the strategist of the Guides of Destruction, was discussing how to address the situation with Nameless. She paced around the audience chamber, muttering to herself.


“This is driving me crazy. According to the first plan, Rupture’s enemies should have been flocking to the Seventh Site by now...”


The great battle at the Seventh Site, where Jaehwan defeated Great Lord Jerome and made a name for himself.


The public had named that battle 〈Hope Reborn〉. It had created the perfect opportunity for the Seventh Site and the Guides of Destruction to expand their influence.


Yu Seolha knew that well. That was why she had used every available means of promotion to spread Jaehwan’s name far and wide. She had devised a strategy that would allow Jaehwan to serve as a symbol capable of opposing 「Rupture」.


Yet after 〈Revolution Day〉 a week ago, her plan had fallen apart.


With the fall of the star, everyone’s attention had turned toward 「Rupture」 and Rupture Lord Maiad.


Even within the Seventh Site, people had been talking more about Rupture and 《Big Brother》 than Jaehwan day after day.


“Nameless, come up with something too.”


Faced with her endless questions, Nameless only looked out the window. Yu Seolha asked again.


“Did the Commander really bring down 《Big Brother》?”


Her thoughts were a mess. Her mind denied it, but the scene she had witnessed with her own eyes was far too vivid.


The star. Yu Seolha could still clearly remember Maiad’s expression as he pointed toward that star.


“Seolha, that is where we will arrive.”


There was no doubt. The star that had shattered on Revolution Day was the very star Maiad had shown her once.


But...


‘That cannot be true. The Commander never intended to confront 《Big Brother》.’


Yu Seolha bit her lip as she recalled the result of the 「World Appraisal」 she had seen.


Maiad, who had burned only with the ambition to conquer the Abyss, had suddenly ascended into the sky and brought down a star.


The man everyone had condemned was now emerging as the savior of the 《Abyss》. Some factions were even beginning to actively support his cause.


That was the impact of 《Big Brother》’s fall.


A completely inviolable divinity.


That was what 《Big Brother》 had been in the 《Abyss》 until now.


“Nameless. Answer me.”


Nameless glanced at Yu Seolha, then turned their gaze back toward the sky.


“It! Could be, or it could not.”


The answer left room for doubt, and Yu Seolha’s ears perked up.


“What does that mean?”


“It means! Exactly that.”


“Is making everything difficult to understand trendy these days? That little brat was like this too.”


Yu Seolha frowned as she remembered the boy who kept muttering about something called Ouroboros.


“You said it yourself before. You said the current Maiad would have trouble taking down 《Big Brother》.”


“I did!”


“Then how could Maiad have brought down 《Big Brother》?”


“I do not know!”


“What?”


Yu Seolha barely managed to suppress the shout rising in her throat. Thinking back, conversations with Nameless had always been like this.


Come to think of it, the Ouroboros brat had said something similar once.


Had he said, “That is because of Ouroboros”?


‘Nameless said they had entered the Forest of Madness before too.’


Jaehwan and Nameless had both entered the Forest of Madness and returned. Perhaps that was why there was something similar about the way they spoke.


The things important to them were never spoken of completely.


Even now, Yu Seolha did not know what Jaehwan was thinking. She knew he intended to climb to the end of this Tree of Illusion and destroy the 「System」, but she had no idea what complicated motives were tangled within him.


Whenever Yu Seolha grew frustrated over that, Runald had once told her this.


“The problem is the question.”


“The question is the problem?”


“You need to ask the right question.”


At the time, she had dismissed it as something a child would say. But perhaps this was the same kind of problem.


The right question.


Yu Seolha looked at Nameless. Nameless had been staring at the sky ever since a week ago. Then a thought crossed her mind.


“Nameless. You said 《Big Brother》 took the form of a ‘moon’ to you, right?”


Nameless flinched, then silently nodded.


“Can you still see that ‘moon’?”


“I! Cannot.”


“Is that so? Damn it.”


Yu Seolha bit her lip.


Nameless wore a strange expression.


“You think! That because the moon disappeared from my sight, 《Big Brother》 has vanished.”


“I will not deny it. But can’t you only speak ten phrases at a time?”


“Seolha! That was nine phrases.”


Yu Seolha considered it. If 《Big Brother》 had truly disappeared, it would have vanished from the Unique Worlds of the other beings who could see it as well.


At present, only four beings in the 《Abyss》 were known to be able to see 《Big Brother》.


Rupture Lord Maiad.


Buddha, the God of Reincarnation.


Nameless, the God of Madness.


And Jaehwan.


Realistically, Yu Seolha could verify the truth through two of them. Yet she did not need to ask both. Confirming it with one would be enough.


“Anyway, you are right. If you can no longer see 《Big Brother》, then it must be true that the Commander killed 《Big Brother》.”


“Truth! You say.”


For the first time, Yu Seolha saw Pierre wear such an expression.


“Certainly! The ‘moon’ has disappeared from my Unique World.”


The voice was quiet. For someone speaking of the end of an era, the tone was gentle.


Nameless seemed to find it difficult to speak at length, because a speech bubble slowly rose from their body.


「Not only! me. Buddha must be the same. The founders of 「Rupture」! share their Unique Worlds to some degree.」


“Huh? What does that mean...?”


「If the ‘star’ has disappeared from Maiad’s! Unique World, then my ‘moon’ must disappear as well. Likewise! the ‘sun’ in Buddha’s world will have disappeared.」


This was the first time Yu Seolha had learned that Rupture’s founders shared their Unique Worlds. Thinking about it, it made sense. They were the ones who had created 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, Rupture’s Unique World.


In any case, they saw the “same world” in “slightly different ways.” Whether it was a star, moon, or sun, their forms differed slightly, but all were symbols that revealed 《Big Brother》.


And now, those symbols of 《Big Brother》 had disappeared. What that indicated was clear.


“Then 《Big Brother》 really is dead...”


Yu Seolha found the despair in her own voice unfamiliar.


If 《Big Brother》 had disappeared, she should have been happy. Why did she sound like this?


Nameless spoke.


「That! Is unknown.」


“Why?”


「Because! no one knows what Big Brother is.」


The words threw the situation back into mystery.


Just as Yu Seolha was about to snap and ask what Nameless was trying to say, Nameless asked a question.


「Seolha! You came from the 「Peripheral Worlds」, right?」


“Yeah, that is right.”


「What! was it like?」


She did not know why Nameless was suddenly asking that, but Yu Seolha decided to answer. Nameless would not bring up an unrelated subject without a clear reason.


“It was just a small planet. A planet that was reasonably large, reasonably round, with suitable gravity that formed an ecosystem where suitably ordinary life forms lived.”


“A planet!”


Nameless smiled meaningfully and asked.


“How! can you be so certain?”


“Huh? Certain about what?”


“How! can you be certain that it was a planet?”


“This is seriously irritating.”


Yu Seolha frowned.


“What is there to be certain about? It is common knowledge. The place where I lived had science too. There was research into celestial bodies.”


“I see! Scientists. Did they! prove that your world was a ‘planet’?”


“Prove it?”


Yu Seolha nodded with a bewildered expression.


“Probably?”


“Then! you only believe their words and think the place where you lived was a ‘planet.’”


“What are you trying to say? I told you, it is common knowledge that worlds in the Peripheral Worlds are ‘planets.’”


“And! was that common knowledge not ultimately told to you by scientists?”


“Well, yes, but... No, more importantly, is this not obvious?”


“Obvious! What is! obvious? Have you! ever gone into space and seen the outer bounds of the world where you lived?”


Yu Seolha was left speechless.


“Of course I have not. But some scientists have gone into space and seen the planet they lived on with their own eyes.”


“So! in the end, you were naively believing only what they said. Cute!”


“You crazy... That is not the point.”


Frustration rose in her chest.


Did she have to taste something herself to know whether it was soybean paste or shit? Everyone said so, everyone had learned it that way, everyone knew it was true. Why did she have to...


“Scientists! can lie too. Because they are smart! they may be able to tell lies more convincing than anyone else.”


“No... Do you always talk to people like this?”


“A very! convincing lie. Have you! ever considered that they might manipulate the facts?”


“Why would they even do something like...”


Her trailing words faded away with her breath.


Only then did Yu Seolha realize this was not a conversation about planets or her homeland.


Nameless had been talking about 《Big Brother》 all along.


“Are you saying 《Big Brother》 is a lie?”


“...”


“Do not tell me you never saw something like a ‘moon’ all this time. Were you scamming everyone?”


“I did not! say that.”


Nameless looked up at the sky once more.


“I saw! the moon. That is! an unquestionable ‘fact.’ But whether the ‘fact’ I saw was ‘truth’ is something no one can know.”


The empty sky was reflected in Nameless’s retinas. The thing that had always floated there no longer existed.


Something Nameless had longed for and wished for.


Something that could now never be known.


That was when a man entered Nameless’s sight. Jaehwan stood on a lower terrace of the fortress, looking up at the sky just like Nameless.


Unlike Nameless, Jaehwan was still glaring at something far too “obvious” in the heavens.


* * *


Another month passed.


“《Big Brother》 is dead. Now we will live in the world that comes after it.”


Maiad’s declaration spread throughout the Tree of Illusion over the course of a month.


Some historians had already used Maiad’s declaration to define this era as “the world after Big Brother.” A few intellectuals criticized it as a hasty judgment of the era, but no one could deny that the tide of the age was flowing around Maiad and 「Rupture」.


Those who agreed with the death of 《Big Brother》, and those who did not.


They all had no choice but to recognize one fact.


This was now the age of 「Rupture」.


Footnotes:





Chapter 225 - Episode 29. Fallen Star (5)

Chapter 225: Episode 29. Fallen Star (5)

──────


“This is the worst.”


“...”


“I’m sorry to say this to everyone, but I don’t know what to do anymore.”


Before the assembled Guides of Destruction, Yu Seolha lowered her head in despair.


Cheongheo, Karlton, and the other Allies looked at one another.


Even Yu Seolha looked this dejected.


“News has come in that Karavan was defeated. So was the Dragon God Droyan.”


“Are they dead?”


“The Dragon God’s annihilation has been confirmed. Karavan escaped with severe injuries, then all contact was lost.”


No one was terribly surprised. They had expected this news and had been preparing themselves ever since they lost contact with Karavan.


Karavan was not even their most pressing problem.


“As you all know, the situation is dire. It is one thing that every other Site has fallen to 「Rupture」, but even within the Seventh Site, our forces are dwindling. Things will only worsen with time. They will not improve.”


Yu Seolha was right. Nameless’s Seventh Site, the 《Abyss》’s last stronghold, had recently been losing strength little by little.


It was because of the Lost Ones who had lost their gods to Deus Ex Machina’s 「Plausibility Destruction」.


Jaehwan had been using 「Cognitive Dissonance」 to restore each of their links, but even that had its limits.


Some Followers refused to return to the gods they had once believed in. They left the Seventh Site and threw themselves into 「Rupture」 of their own accord. It was only natural. Everyone had watched the 《Abyss》’s strongest god vanish. How could they possibly remain sane?


Perhaps Yu Seolha’s gloom had affected them, because darkness had also fallen over the Allies’ faces. It did not suit the Guides of Destruction, who had charged ahead recklessly until now.


Sirwen broke the silence. “You all look like it is already over. Are you giving up without even trying to fight?”


Yu Seolha’s voice turned sharp, as if the words had struck a nerve.


“Are you asking because you really do not know? Big Brother is dead.”


“So what? What does it matter whether Big Brother exists or not? Big Brother is one thing. We’re another.”


“That is not true, dream demon girl.”


Cheongheo stepped in as if to mediate.


“Big Brother’s death does not simply mean the end of an era.”


“Then what does it mean?”


“Well, that is... To explain it...”


Cheongheo could not continue right away. He had stepped in dramatically enough, but now that he had to explain it, he looked troubled. Cheongheo had never been particularly good with words to begin with.


“If it is all right, may I say something?”


“Huh? Who are you?”


“Ah, I am...”


At Sirwen’s question, a man standing in the corner with a crutch strode forward.


“My name is Yoonhwan.”


After the battle against Jerome, Yoonhwan had volunteered for the Guides of Destruction. His body had not yet fully recovered, so combat was out of the question, but having belonged to 「Rupture」 until recently, he knew more about its current movements than anyone else there.


So this was Jaehwan’s friend.


Sirwen had almost snapped, What kind of pretty-boy is this? But she barely remembered that this pretty-boy was Jaehwan’s close friend.


If Jaehwan had rushed off to save him without a second thought, they must have been very close.


Sirwen opened her mouth.


“All right. Go ahead.”


Yoonhwan nodded and spoke.


“I believe the Guides of Destruction have now lost their cause.”


“Our cause?”


Yoonhwan gave a faint smile.


“To explain that, I need to take a slight detour. Is that all right?”


“No, it is not. Just get to the point and finish.”


“Pweee-yoooook, Pong.”


Several people gaped at Yoonhwan’s words. Sirwen could not even manage an expression.


Is this bastard making fun of me?


Oddly enough, Yoonhwan’s incomprehensible remark changed the mood in the meeting room. Rather than continuing at once, Yoonhwan met the eyes of each Ally looking at him, one by one.


For some reason, those who met his gaze could not look away.


Sirwen frowned.


What is with this atmosphere?


Sirwen did not know it, but Yoonhwan’s ability had been steadily trained ever since his days in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, until it had finally blossomed into a Setting.


An ability that easily drew attention to himself and shifted the mood.


A manipulation-type Setting.


「Pweee-yoooook, Pong」


For some reason, this Setting did not work on Sirwen. Growing even more irritated, she snapped at him.


“Is that your point? Pweee-yoooook, Pong? Do you want to die?”


“Are you ready to hear a longer story now?”


Annoyed, Sirwen looked around as if asking for help. Yet, surprisingly, everyone around her was focused on Yoonhwan’s next words. As though he had expected it, Yoonhwan began to speak.


“You all know what 「Rupture」 has done in the 《Abyss》 recently. They began a Holy War without warning, illegally invaded Sites, and slaughtered countless Vicegerents and Followers. Sirwen, you also know very well what happened as a result.”


Since the conversation had already begun, Sirwen reluctantly answered.


“「Rupture」 became the public enemy.”


“That is right. The entire 《Abyss》 could condemn 「Rupture」 because of that. They had committed acts of evil too obvious to deny.”


“So that is our cause? Rupture did bad things, and we are supposed to punish them?”


“Simply put, yes.”


“Then it is still valid. The fact that those bastards invaded Sites has not changed.”


“Logically, yes. Emotionally, it is different. Sirwen-nim, you have worries too, do you not?”


“I don’t have any.”


At Sirwen’s words, Yoonhwan’s gaze openly fixed on one spot. Everyone around him turned to follow his gaze.


Jaehwan, who had been polishing Dokbul some distance away, looked up at that moment.


When their eyes met, Sirwen reflexively raised her voice.


“What are you trying to say...!”


“Let us begin by assuming that Sirwen-nim has a very serious worry. A worry so serious that you cannot even tell anyone else about it...”


“Hey!”


Sirwen’s face turned red, then pale.


“How about putting it this way? Sirwen-nim dislikes me. Is that right?”


“To the point that I want to kill you.”


Yoonhwan smiled as if he had expected that.


“Of course you do. I am a turncoat who belonged to 「Rupture」 until just recently. But what if someone like me offered Sirwen-nim important help?”


“I do not need your help...”


“For example, what if I helped Jaehwan and Sirwen-nim elope together?”


“What?”


Sirwen stared blankly for a moment, then let out a shriek.


“What are you talking about!”


“Ah, I am assuming that Sirwen-nim has unrequited feelings for Jaehwan. I should have explained that first, but since you like getting to the point, I began with the most important part.”


Sirwen could not say anything in the face of Yoonhwan’s shamelessness. Her lips only moved soundlessly.


“Anyway, under that assumption, no matter how much you dislike me, if I bring Jaehwan and Sirwen-nim together... would Sirwen-nim’s view of me not change?”


“That...”


“Please answer simply, yes or no. It is only a figurative example.”


“Under that assumption... I suppose it would.”


“What would? Would you be grateful to me for bringing Jaehwan and Sirwen-nim together?”


Sirwen hesitated for a long time before answering as though she no longer cared.


“Yes.”


Yoonhwan clapped his hands in satisfaction.


“That is the point.”


“What point?”


Sirwen felt as though she had been completely toyed with.


She quickly glanced toward Jaehwan. He looked completely unaffected. Cheongheo and Runald were snickering.


Sirwen shot them a fierce glare.


“The feelings Sirwen-nim now has toward me are similar to the feelings the 《Abyss》’s Vicegerents have toward 「Rupture」. They are grateful.”


Only then did Sirwen’s expression grow complicated. Her two thousand four hundred years of reason were finally returning. Beneath the long, roundabout comedy lay the core of the conversation.


“The 《Abyss》 is grateful to 「Rupture」?”


“That is correct.”


“Like me?”


“Yes.”


“Even after Jaehwan... no, after 「Rupture」 did all that to them?”


“It is difficult to understand, but yes.”


“That makes no logical sense.”


“That is what I said earlier. It makes no logical sense, but emotionally, it is understandable.”


After a brief pause, Yoonhwan drove home the final point.


“The fall of 《Big Brother》 is that great an event. Great enough that it no longer matters what 「Rupture」 has done to the 《Abyss》 until now.”


Sirwen’s eyes sank into deep thought.


Thinking about it, it was understandable enough.


Nothing in the 《Abyss》 had ever been as terrifying as 《Big Brother》.


The being that ruled the System and laid the foundation for all Settings.


The being that could slaughter everyone in the Abyss whenever it wished, whoever they might be.


A dictator that could reduce every soul’s life to nothing but coincidence.


That was what 《Big Brother》 had been.


Yet 「Rupture」 had freed the 《Abyss》 from that fear.


Karlton nodded.


“So that is what you meant by saying we have no cause.”


“That is right. 「Rupture」 is no longer the Abyss’s enemy. It is the Abyss’s hero.”


The sight of a falling star crossed Sirwen’s mind.


Yoonhwan continued.


“The banner the Rupture Lord has raised recently is strengthening 「Rupture」’s position even further. The Rupture Lord claims that by unifying every Unique World in the Abyss into a single one, they can create a world without Holy Wars.”


“That cannot possibly be done.”


“Many believe that impossible story. There are even reports that some Sites conquered by 「Rupture」 are much better places to live now. It is surely propaganda, but still.”


Goosebumps rose on Sirwen’s skin without her realizing it.


「Rupture」 had defeated 《Big Brother》. If that was true, perhaps it really had done something good.


But could defeating 《Big Brother》 justify everything that had happened until now?


It felt strange for Sirwen to think this way. Before she met Jaehwan, she had barely cared about questions like these. She was a dream demon, after all, a member of a species forced to endure the contradictions of cultivation.


Even so, Sirwen said this.


“That is wrong.”


“It is. It is wrong. But small justice has already been trampled underfoot, while the greater cause has been achieved in the end. Who in this age would dare judge the Rupture Lord?”


No one there failed to understand what 「Rupture」 and the Rupture Lord had done.


Killing Big Brother was surely the 《Abyss》’s greatest achievement. To ignore that achievement and hold the Rupture Lord accountable for those wrongs, someone with convictions nobler and more sublime than the Rupture Lord’s would be needed.


In other words, a being with a steadfast world that would not be shaken even by the fall of a star.


“So what are we supposed to do? Give up here?”


“No.”


Yoonhwan smiled.


“We need to find someone who can hold the Rupture Lord accountable.”


At those words, everyone looked in the same direction.


The answer had been decided from the start. After all, they had gathered there because of one person.


But then...


“Huh? What? Where did that bastard go?”


“What? He was here just a moment ago.”


“Jaehwan-nim? Jaehwan-nim!”


Their answer had vanished somewhere.


* * *


The Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉’s fortress.


The Rupture Lord’s office.


Kasim was giving a face-to-face report to Maiad, who stood silently looking out the window.


Maiad’s complexion was pale, and their face was covered in patchy stubble. Recently, Maiad had been growing noticeably thinner.


Suppressing the sympathy that suddenly rose within, Kasim continued.


“The number of Lost Ones joining the main force has increased explosively. At present, the number of Lost Ones recruited at each Site is...”


In short, so many Lost Ones were pouring in that managing them had become difficult.


After listening to the report for some time, Maiad answered in an exhausted voice.


“Use the 〈Great Disappearance Simulation〉 to screen them. Purge those without talent.”


“May we do that?”


“Have we not always done so?”


“That is true, but...”


Kasim hesitated before answering.


“Understood.”


With those words, Kasim left the room. Kasim’s steps were far heavier than usual.


Kasim did not know why. Everything was going well, so why did Kasim’s heart feel so heavy?


“Fourth Division Commander-nim?”


“Oh, Adel.”


Following a recent organizational restructuring, Adel had become an assistant to the Division Commander. They began walking toward the outer corridor together. Adel brought up electronic documents on a screen and spoke.


“The troop reorganization you ordered has been completed. We can march on the Seventh Site as early as tomorrow.”


“I see.”


“You do not look well.”


Kasim gave a bitter smile and shook their head.


“When you say something like that, you always have an ulterior motive. Is there something you want to say?”


“Well, if you will permit me, I have something to say.”


“Say whatever you like. You are an assistant to the Division Commander now. As long as it is not about leaving 「Rupture」, I do not mind.”


At that sad joke, smiles appeared on both Kasim’s and Adel’s faces.


Adel spoke.


“People have been talking among the agents recently.”


“Talking about what?”


“Some agents are wondering why the 《System》 has not disappeared after Big Brother was defeated.”


“You know as well as I do that not everything disappears just because a god dies.”


“That is not all. The 《Little Brother》 network is still intact, and they say no particular changes have been observed in the 《Great Realm》 either. That may be why the agents’ mood lately has been...”


Kasim raised a hand, stopping Adel there.


“Adel. Is that really the agents’ curiosity, or is it yours?”


“To be honest, it is both.”


The corridor had ended, revealing the fortress’s outer view. Stars shone in the black night sky, lights that had come from a distant universe.


Adel silently looked up at that sky. Somewhere in that distant universe lay Adel’s hometown, and Kasim’s hometown as well. And 《Big Brother》... must have been there too.


Kasim spoke.


“Adel.”


“Yes.”


“Did I not say this before? The world will not change simply because one star has fallen.”


Kasim was looking up at the sky as well.


It was not only Kasim. Recently, everyone in the 《Abyss》 had been looking at the sky more often.


As if they had only now realized that a sky existed above them, people looked up at it again and again. It was as though, if they kept looking, something would appear there someday. Or as though they were waiting for something to appear.


Looking at the sky with Kasim, Adel asked.


“Do you know something, Division Commander-nim?”


“No. I am only an ordinary Awakened One. How much could I possibly know?”


They looked at the sky in silence for a while. They were surely looking at the same sky, yet for some reason, it did not feel that way.


Adel felt a little lonely.


What could possibly be in that sky?


What had they done wrong? Or what did it want from them, for a world like this to exist?


What did the Commander truly want in a world like this?


“I do not know anything, but there is one thing I am certain of.”


Kasim added in a lonely voice.


“Rupture’s war begins now.”


* * *


The next day, news that all of 「Rupture」’s forces had marched toward the Seventh Site, 〈Epoche〉, struck the Abyss.


For reasons unknown, the fortress in the Eighth Site where 「Rupture」 had been stationed exploded almost at the same time.


The Abyss’s final war was about to begin.
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「To say that only one exists is the same as saying that none exist.」


Pierre, God of Madness


* * *


Rain poured down. Lightning flashed intermittently overhead, followed a few beats later by thunder. Every Vicegerent and Follower in the Abyss came out into the streets, soaking themselves in the rain.


They all said the same thing.


They had never seen a rainy season this long. Once it ended, the world would take on a completely different shape from anything it had known before.


Rupture’s Vicegerents marched through the rain. No being in the Abyss knew what awaited them at the end of that march.


They only cautiously believed that something must be waiting there.


Could there really be something?


Mirel, Rupture’s Fifth Division Commander, stared at the approaching Seventh Site, her expression hardening. Yu Seolha, once her friend, would be there.


Seolha, now is the time to decide.


* * *


Jaehwan’s footsteps sank into the desolate landscape.


The Eighth Site, 〈Caspion〉, looked bleak and inorganic when he returned after nearly four months. He had heard rumors that life had improved after Rupture became the Site’s new master, but he could not imagine where such rumors had come from.


After passing through a small portal, Jaehwan was greeted by the Eighth Site’s forbidden area, the Blue Grove Restricted Zone.


Swish, slash!


Kreeegh!


Lost Ones turned into monsters and horned beasts appeared from time to time, but neither could challenge Jaehwan anymore.


After walking for a while, he began to smell fish.


Without thinking, Jaehwan headed toward it. Before long, a familiar sight appeared.


「Fishing Spot」.


A place where lost souls were fished up.


Jaehwan paused. This Fishing Spot held special meaning for him as well. When he had first arrived in the 《Abyss》, knowing nothing, someone had taught him many things here.


She had been the god of this place and, once, a hero. She had lived in the 《Abyss》 for a long time. She had been the god of a little boy.


She had died for Jaehwan.


When Jaehwan mentioned her name, Nameless had said this.


「Andersen! Of course I remember her. I do! She was the only god I passed the Setting of 「Naked」 down to, back when I was pretending to be the ‘Mad God.’」


“You were the ‘Mad God’?”


「For a while! I did pretend to be one. It was already a hundred thousand years ago, though.」


“I see.”


「Of course! Strictly speaking, ‘Mad God’ is not a title that refers only to me. Mad! God refers to the entire Longevity Clan. Everything they! did gets blamed on the ‘Mad God.’」


Jaehwan slowly looked over the Fishing Spot.


Part of him wondered whether Andersen might still be alive somewhere, since she was a god. At the same time, he knew it was a futile hope. Jaehwan was not the only one capable of Godslaying. Maiad also had the power to kill gods.


Jaehwan took Andersen’s Moya Moya Crow from his pocket. As he slowly wound its spring and poured World Force into it, the crow doll feebly flapped its wings one last time before going limp. Like something that had reached the end of its life, the crow scattered into silver light in Jaehwan’s palm.


He released that silver light into the Fishing Spot.


For a long time, he thought about memories that never truly vanished.


There were no good gods. But


Andersen was certainly a good god.


The moment that thought crossed his mind, faint light rippled across the Fishing Spot’s pond. Startled, Jaehwan pulled his hand from the water. A single golden feather remained where the crow had been.


Andersen’s World Force lingered around it, incredibly faint. Perhaps this was the last fragment Andersen had left in this world.


Jaehwan stared at the feather for a long while before putting it away.


There might still be a way.


He rose and hurried onward.


The forbidden zone soon came to an end. A ridge leading to the great basin where the Hachenold Auction House had stood until four months ago appeared ahead.


Nothing remained in the basin. The gate supervisor who had denied Jaehwan entry because he was naked was gone, along with the auction house’s overseers.


They had all died in that day’s great catastrophe.


It had been Jaehwan’s choice. Many souls had died because of his choice and stubbornness. Countless worlds and possibilities they had believed in had vanished that day as well.


Jaehwan knew that too. But knowing such things did not mean he could stop walking this path. It was a path he could not stop precisely because he knew.


Perhaps Rupture Lord Maiad had been much the same.


Which of them was more right, Jaehwan or the Rupture Lord?


Jaehwan did not know.


All he knew was that his Destruction was still ongoing.


Lowering his gaze, Jaehwan quietly spoke.


“How long are you going to keep following me from hiding?”


At his low but forceful question, the small wildflowers blooming in the basin trembled. Heat haze rose among them, and a figure appeared.


An aura of silver wings spread from the person’s shoulder blades.


It was a man Jaehwan knew well.


The man’s golden hair, disheveled by the rain, swayed mournfully.


“Since when did you know?”


“From the beginning.”


Karlton wore an expression that said he had expected as much.


It had only been luck that allowed him to see Jaehwan vanish from the conference hall. Jaehwan had disappeared without a trace among all those people. If Karlton had not been watching him continuously, he would never have noticed it.


With no time to tell the others, Karlton followed Jaehwan’s trail. He ran for dozens of hours so he would not lose the shadow moving farther away at terrifying speed.


At last, Jaehwan had turned around to face him.


“Why did you not stop me from following you?”


“Because I did not need to then.”


“Does that mean you will stop me now?”


“Yes.”


“May I ask why?”


“Because it is dangerous ahead.”


Karlton instinctively looked at the mist beyond Hachenold. He knew very well what fortress stood at the end of it.


Rupture’s main fortress, 〈Highseeker〉.


The strongest being in existence, who had defeated the Eight Divine Thrones and stood on the verge of unifying the Abyss, was there. Even from afar, its overwhelming presence could be felt.


Karlton knew it too. The moment he approached the fortress with his current World Force, he would be crushed flat.


“You will not be any help. You cannot even manifest your Unique World.”


“You knew?”


“It would be strange if I did not.”


As Jaehwan said, Karlton lacked an Unique World.


After relentless effort, he had reached the realm of the Fourth Awakening and gained the ability to achieve Creation. Yet Karlton still did not know what his Unique World was.


Since he had passed the Third Awakening, a powerful world was surely sleeping within him. If he kept striving as he had until now and did not neglect reflection, perhaps one day he would succeed in Sanctuary Manifestation and become a powerful Fourth Awakened One.


But that would be someday, not now.


“I know. I will not be any help.”


“Do you? It does not seem like you do.”


“I understand perfectly.”


Karlton’s voice did not bend in the slightest, and Jaehwan frowned.


“You will only get in the way.”


“I know that too. Even so, what will you do if I still wish to follow you, Fortress Lord?”


The firm resolve in Karlton’s eyes made Jaehwan’s gaze waver faintly. To hide that agitation, he slowly closed his eyes.


Darkness fell, blocking his view of everything around him. In return, the scope of his thoughts widened.


Jaehwan thought.


This was probably why he had come alone.


It had been the same in the Tower of Nightmares.


In Chaos.


And in the Abyss.


His history had been a history of Destruction. Because he knew that well, Jaehwan had never tried to maintain close ties with anyone. It was enough for him alone to climb to the end of the world over terrible sins.


There had been times when he wanted someone to walk that path with him for a while. There had been moments when loneliness and exhaustion had weakened his heart.


But after realizing Ouroboros and obtaining 「Gestalt’s Eye」, Jaehwan understood.


He had to walk this path alone. No one could walk it with him.


No one could follow him.


Anyone who walked this path would surely...


“Die.”


Jaehwan opened his eyes and spoke in the coldest voice he could manage. He said it even though he knew it would wound Karlton.


Karlton readily admitted it.


“That is likely true. I probably will not even be able to protect myself.”


“You do not need to be loyal to me anymore. This is not Chaos.”


“I know, Fortress Lord.”


“Why do you still call me Fortress Lord?”


“Because you are still my Fortress Lord.”


Karlton smiled.


“Do you remember the day we first met, Fortress Lord?”


Of course Jaehwan remembered. How could he forget the day he first entered Gorgon Fortress?


Stubborn Karlton. Even now, Jaehwan vividly remembered Karlton reciting Gorgon’s laws and catching every illegal entrant.


“I said then that perhaps the day would come when our justice collided again.”


Jaehwan remembered those scenes.


The day Karlton had shown flexibility for the first time and let Jaehwan in.


The day neither of them was hurt, without either of them destroying the other’s justice.


When Jaehwan, unable to understand Karlton, had asked what he was plotting, Karlton had clearly said those words.


“That moment is now.”


Only today was Karlton continuing the conversation from that day.


“You wish to go alone, Fortress Lord, but I cannot send you alone. This is the moment when our justice clashes.”


Jaehwan fell silent for a moment.


“Can you really call something so insignificant your justice?”


“This insignificant thing is my justice.”


Justice was equal. There was no greater justice and no lesser justice. That was what justice was. Something that could never be yielded. A Sublimity that ceased to be justice the moment it was compromised.


Jaehwan understood. Just as Karlton had yielded one step for him long ago, now it was Jaehwan’s turn to yield one step for Karlton.


There were things in this world that simply could not be helped.


Jaehwan sighed quietly to himself.


“If you die, I will not take responsibility.”


“Thank you.”


Jaehwan immediately turned and began walking toward 〈Highseeker〉. Karlton approached with an excited expression and walked beside him. The simple fact that they were walking the same road seemed to make Karlton deeply happy.


“I may not have an Unique World, but I can share my World Force with you, Fortress Lord. I have helped my Allies that way before.”


“Share your World Force?”


“Yes. I do not know whether it is part of a Setting, but I can give more World Force to others than most people can, and my loss rate is lower as well.”


Jaehwan looked at Karlton anew.


A Setting that supplied World Force to others.


He had never heard of such a Setting in the Abyss. Sharing World Force was something one could do without turning it into a specific Setting.


As 〈Highseeker〉’s fortress drew closer in the distance, Karlton continued.


“I suspected you would do something like this from the moment you vanished from the conference hall. You were always like that in Chaos. The soldiers’ morale is plummeting, and the situation is at a standstill. There was only one choice you could make from the start.”


Jaehwan did not answer. There was no need to.


Karlton had already come knowing everything.


“I heard this morning that Rupture’s forces moved toward the Seventh Site. They should have arrived by now.”


“Probably.”


Rupture had mobilized its troops scattered across every Site and was marching on Nameless’s Seventh Site. It planned to crush the final sprout of resistance left in the Abyss. Most of the surviving Great Lords and high-level Awakened Ones had likely been sent on that final march.


From another perspective, that meant the enemy’s home base was empty.


Everything came down to time.


Who could endure longer.


Or who could seize the flag first.


The flag Jaehwan needed to take was at the top of 〈Highseeker〉, the fortress in the Eighth Site. Terrifying World Force could still be felt from it, so Rupture Lord Maiad was likely there. If he was unlucky, a few of Maiad’s closest aides might be there too. He would have to accept that risk.


Karlton asked, “Are you planning to meet Maiad directly?”


“Yes.”


Rupture was an organization maintained by a single absolute being. If the person who had conceived Rupture’s Unique World fell, Rupture would naturally collapse. Such a natural collapse was the only hope Jaehwan could expect now.


Karlton asked again, “Maiad defeated 《Big Brother》. Are you confident you can win?”


For the first time, Jaehwan smiled faintly.


“《Big Brother》...”


It had been brief, but Karlton sensed a possibility in that faint smile.


Yu Seolha had said that 《Big Brother》 had vanished in Nameless’s Unique World.


Yet Jaehwan was also someone who could see 《Big Brother》. No one had dared ask him about 《Big Brother》. Perhaps they had been afraid.


People had only waited for Jaehwan to say something first. Karlton was the same.


Then Jaehwan continued.


“This is troublesome.”


“What?”


Jaehwan was looking up at the sky. Only then did Karlton look up as well.


Since when had it been there?


The shadow of a massive airship had been following them.


“You damned brat! How could you leave me behind?”


A familiar old man’s voice boomed through the air.


* * *


“I sent Mirel and three Great Lords. Two hundred Third Awakened Ones went with them as well. They will never be able to stop them.”


“Nameless’s power is not to be underestimated.”


“I know. But no matter how strong Nameless is, I do not believe they are stronger than you.”


Rupture’s home base, 〈Highseeker〉’s Outer Fortress.


After finishing a brief report on their forces, Kasim and Buddha, Rupture’s First Division Commander, stood on a terrace looking into the distance.


“That may be true in a direct confrontation. But Nameless received the same training as I did. Tell them not to let their guard down until the end.”


“Understood.”


Kasim nodded, surprised by Buddha’s humility.


Buddha had defeated two of the Eight Divine Thrones. This was more than enough reason to be proud, yet Buddha did not overestimate their strength in the slightest.


“How is Maiad?”


“Maiad has looked exhausted ever since Revolution Day.”


“That makes sense. It was such an event.”


Buddha let out a low chuckle.


Buddha remembered the sight Maiad had shown that day. No matter how much time passed, Buddha would never see anything like it again.


The greatest show in the universe.


The fall of a star.


Buddha clearly remembered the thrill of witnessing it.


But Buddha’s thrill was fundamentally different from what the other souls had felt. A considerable part of that show belonged to Buddha, Rupture’s First Division Commander.


No matter what anyone said, Buddha had made the greatest contribution to 〈Revolution Day〉.


If not for those bastards with God Complexes.


Buddha ground their teeth as they recalled Ignis, the God of Flames, and Droyan, the Dragon God, whom they had fought at the Second Site.


Fighting two Eight Divine Thrones, Buddha had died 1,412 times and reincarnated 1,412 times. Over hundreds of thousands of years, Buddha had undergone 1,617 reincarnations. Yet in less than one full day, Buddha had experienced a comparable number of deaths.


Ignis’s Vicegerent had been particularly persistent. Buddha had nearly run out of mental energy first.


Soon, a new world will open.


But those hardships were over now. The World Force of the Divine Thrones had been recovered safely, and Rupture’s Grand Plan, 「Lone World」, was approaching its final stage.


That was when Kasim spoke.


“First Division Commander.”


“What?”


“Do you think the same way the Commander does?”


Buddha’s expression hardened at once. Buddha wondered if the Commander had told Kasim something about the Grand Plan.


Before Buddha could voice the question, Kasim continued.


“I mean that person coming here.”


“Oh, that.”


Buddha nodded with a bitter smile.


“He will come.”


Maiad had told Buddha about that person only recently.


It had been astonishing. Who would have thought someone besides Rupture’s founding members could see 《Big Brother》?


“Maiad said he would come, so he will. That is why we deliberately kept this one alive too.”


Buddha glanced at Karavan, sprawled across the terrace floor.


After losing Ignis in the last battle and becoming a Lost One, Karavan had become a wreck, most of his soul broken. His soul had great potential, so they wanted to bring him into Rupture, but his refusal had been absolute.


That was when a report came from the fortress’s watchtower.


Busy movement spotted everywhere.


Faint smoke rising in the distance.


Rupture’s Vicegerents swept away by World Force.


Buddha bared their teeth in a smile.


“He is here.”
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Maiad looked out the office window and murmured quietly.


“You have come, Jaehwan.”


Explosions rang out one after another beyond the window. Maiad silently watched the battlefield Jaehwan had created.


The Pathfinder of an impossible path.


The name suited the scene perfectly.


The Awakened Ones of 「Rupture」 who approached were being torn apart by Jaehwan’s World Force like moths flying into a flame. It was like a massive wave sweeping through the city. Power that came close to a disaster. Rupture’s agents cried out in despair, unable to believe what they were seeing. They were clearly both Awakened Ones, so how could the difference be this great?


Of course, Maiad knew the answer.


‘Because they are looking in different directions.’


Awakening was the beginning of another path, not its end. An Unique World was only a small ferryboat for traveling through Chaos. Those who sought comfort before the oncoming waves regressed, while those who pressed forward gained even greater strength. Only the endless act of overcoming oneself could make Awakening truly worthy of its name.


Watching Jaehwan rampage outside, Maiad reflected on old memories for the first time in a long while. Maiad had once lived through a time much like Jaehwan’s.


For countless ages, Maiad had fought for many great causes.


At first, Maiad had fought for “humanity.” Later, Maiad had fought for “existence.” It was a time when Maiad had gone on and on about fighting for something without even truly knowing what it was.


“We are almost there. We can do this.”


Many things had happened. Maiad remembered the countless Vicegerents who had followed.


A struggle to reclaim the “right to exist” from the gods. A revolution that had never succeeded even once.


“The right to exist? What is that supposed to be? Does it even raise your World Force?”


To the gods, souls were no more than consumables used to increase World Force. In a world where everyone devoured and was devoured, who would care about something like existence? Where human rights had collapsed, how pitiful and insignificant was the word “existence”?


Around the time Maiad realized that nothing could be changed through individual strength alone, some people came looking.


Buddha and Pierre.


They were Awakened Ones who had lived even longer than Maiad.


“So you are the one who can see stars in the sky?”


Maiad still remembered the day 「Rupture」 was first founded.


At the time, Buddha had said this:


“Up to three thousand years is fine. You can overcome that with youth. But once you pass five thousand or ten thousand years, it becomes difficult. From then on, neither humans nor gods can be brought back. No one tries to climb any higher.”


They were the beings closest to the Three Ancient Gods, the first Awakened Ones. They were Maiad’s old friends, who had revealed the secrets of 《Big Brother》 and the 《System》, and taught Maiad to dream of the distant sky.


“Raaaaaah!”


For a moment, Maiad saw the shadow of an old friend through the explosions rising one after another.


Buddha, Rupture’s First Division Commander, fighting Jaehwan.


Rather than a Buddha, Buddha’s form was closer to that of a vicious fiend, howling and screaming as World Force poured forth.


Once again, Maiad felt the weight of time. The old friends Maiad remembered had long since vanished.


That was what thousands of years did.


Pierre had despaired before a wall that could never be climbed, abandoned the name Pierre, and left 「Rupture」. Buddha, who had fought for Rupture at the very front, had been broken after countless reincarnations.


“Maiad, you can do it. We are too old, but you can. Your soul is among the strongest and healthiest of all Awakened Ones. That is why we made you the Rupture Lord.”


It had already been a long time since Maiad heard those words.


The passion once spoken in a youthful voice had disappeared long ago. All that remained was stubbornness, and rage toward an ideal that could never be reached.


Maiad quietly looked up at the sky.


It was a cruel sky.


A sky no one could climb, and one that permitted no one.


When was the first time Maiad gave up on that sky?


Maiad could no longer remember.


‘Well, it will no longer matter from this point on.’


A bitter smile formed on Maiad’s lips.


‘If we cannot climb to the sky, then we can create a new sky.’


Rumble.


As Maiad raised World Force, the sky across the entire 《Abyss》 began to turn red.


There was truly not much left.


Soon, 「Lone World」 would begin.


* * *


Jaehwan frowned as he watched Cheongheo cut through the Awakened Ones from the front.


“I slipped out on purpose, but you have made things difficult.”


“I am the only one who came to help you, brat. The others stayed at the Seventh Site. Should you not be a little more grateful? Hm?”


Cheongheo glanced at the airship embedded in the walls of the Eighth Site. It was the result of Cheongheo’s poor piloting.


“The old man and Karlton should have stayed too. At least you two could have bought us time.”


“Nameless and Yu Seolha are there too. Buying time will not be a problem.”


Once Cheongheo finished speaking, he sprinted forward and slashed sideways. Along the line carved by the sword, the Awakened Ones’ formation split apart in a spray of silver.


Cheongheo seemed to have grown stronger as well. Jaehwan could tell at a glance that Cheongheo’s World Force exceeded one billion.


Then two figures dropped down through the gap between the divided Awakened Ones. One was a middle-aged man with a massive axe slung across his back. The other was a bald man with his bare upper body exposed.


The middle-aged man spoke first.


“It has been a long time, Elder Cheongheo.”


“You have aged badly, Kasim.”


Rupture’s Fourth Division Commander Kasim twisted his lips at Cheongheo’s teasing.


“Is Seolha well?”


“She is doing very well. She eats well, sleeps well, and has put on plenty of weight.”


Their gazes met for a moment. In that brief silence, Cheongheo realized what Kasim wanted to ask.


“How did Imai meet the end?”


“It was an end fitting for him.”


“Was it an honorable death?”


“From your side’s perspective, perhaps.”


The words, your side, drove a painful line between Kasim and Cheongheo. Hundreds of years ago, their relationship had been different.


Kasim said, “I learned swordsmanship from you.”


“And yet you ended up using an axe.”


“Were you the one who led Seolha astray?”


“Was she ever the sort of woman anyone could lead astray?”


“「Rupture」 always repays its debts. You were once part of Rupture, so you know that well.”


“You sound awfully confident. Looks like you have been practicing your cuts diligently.”


For an instant, old memories passed through Kasim’s eyes.


A billion cuts.


The time when every Division Commander of 「Rupture」 had still been alive. The time before they had become Division Commanders.


“The fraudulent Awakening method you devised is no longer used. Now everyone uses 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.”


With those words, Kasim kicked off the ground and charged.


His bulging muscles swelled as though they might burst. A reckless charge that lived up to the nickname Tyrant. Kasim’s unique weapon, the 「Blood Wolf Axe」 that he always carried on his back, flashed.


Dark-red World Force streamed from the axe, whose bloodstains rose like veins.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」


The true realm of Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood, brought to its limit through orthodox training.


A dark-red crescent resembling an axe blade scattered through the air. The earth split helplessly in every direction, throwing up dirt.


Its speed and destructive power were both first-rate. Unless one was at the level of a Great Lord, there was no way to receive that strike.


“Leave that one to me.”


Cheongheo’s form vanished with those words. In terms of speed alone, Cheongheo did not lag behind Kasim in the slightest.


Clang, clang, clang!


Several exchanges carrying tremendous force collided, and the intervals between the crashing sounds grew shorter and shorter.


Before long, the area was filled without a gap by the sound of axe and blade colliding. Dozens of exchanges crossed in an instant.


Kasim also seemed surprised by Cheongheo’s World Force, which did not yield easily. Kasim might have ranked fourth among the Division Commanders, but that ranking was only among Division Commanders. Kasim was never someone to compare with ordinary Awakened Ones.


Kasim had no extraordinary talent, but he had endlessly trained and retrained 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. That was Rupture’s Fourth Division Commander Kasim.


Several layers of World Force wrapped around Kasim’s axe blade. Enormous crescent-shaped World Force. Its destructive power was on an entirely different level from the techniques Kasim had shown so far.


Cheongheo’s expression hardened as he responded at once.


Rumble!


Another explosion erupted. The collision of intense World Force gouged chaotic holes throughout the ground. Neither side yielded an inch.


Kasim’s shocked voice came from within the acrid smoke created by World Force.


“I cannot believe it. Before you left Rupture, you did not even have a proper Unique World. Do not tell me you gained one? Through a new Awakening method?”


“Yes.”


“How could you possibly...?”


As the dust cleared, blue World Force wrapped around Cheongheo’s body.


Twelve swords floated around Cheongheo.


“That is...”


“Heh heh, you noticed?”


“Sword Manipulation through Qi?”


Kasim knew that technique as well.


According to what was known, people from World 12,764, the so-called martial world, possessed considerable combat ability even without borrowing the power of the 《System》.


Sword Manipulation through Qi was a technique used only by martial artists who had reached the very pinnacle. There had even been a being who turned it into a skill and rose to the rank of Great Lord. That was Huh Yu, the Lord of Steel, who had once ruled the Fifth Zone.


Kasim had fought Huh Yu before.


“You... returned to being an Adapter?”


“As if that could be true.”


“Then how can you possibly use Sword Manipulation through Qi...?”


Confusion swept across Kasim’s face.


Sword Manipulation through Qi without being made into a skill was still a useful technique. But if pure Sword Manipulation through Qi had truly been that powerful, no Cultivator could have dared set foot in the martial world of World 12,764.


“I do not know where you keep your eyes. Does this look like ordinary Sword Manipulation through Qi to you?”


At those words, Kasim narrowed his eyes.


The twelve swords, each engraved with ancient patterns, had taken the stances of entirely different sword arts.


Different sword arts?


Cheongheo’s Unique World shimmered around his body through faint particles.


A groan finally escaped Kasim’s lips.


“Do not tell me...!”


Cheongheo’s blazing swords began tracing different sword paths.


Twelve swords of Sword Manipulation through Qi, surrounded by brilliant auras as they formed complex sword forms.


It was a scene beautiful enough to leave anyone entranced. Perhaps Kasim was overwhelmed by the sight. Kasim noticed too late that one sword was flying in to strike from behind.


It was an emperor’s strike, filled with grand World Force.


The sword art of the Great Family once called the greatest in the Central Plains poured from Cheongheo’s first sword strike.


“Urgh!”


Kasim let out a groan as he barely received the powerful World Force.


A heavy strike, like a massive lion charging forward.


Back when Kasim had analyzed various sword arts to devise a Setting that could accompany 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, Kasim remembered witnessing a sword art with a form like this.


“Emperor Sword Form.”


There was no doubt.


This was the Namgung Great Family’s Emperor Sword Form.


The heaviest and most domineering sword art used by martial artists.


Yet Kasim had heard that all martial artists who used Emperor Sword Form had died long ago. Then how had Cheongheo restored this sword art?


‘No, this is beyond restoration...’


Kasim could not continue that thought. Before the Emperor Sword Form’s assault had even ended, a second sword form flew in.


This time, it contained the profound principles of endless transformations.


There even seemed to be something like the scent of flowers in the air.


Mount Hua.


Twenty-Four Plum Blossom Sword Technique.


Kasim could not regain his senses amid the illusion created by flower petals scattering into tens of thousands of paths.


Cheongheo’s voice came through the drifting wind.


“While searching for Ancient God Parts hidden in forbidden zones, I happened to acquire these secret manuals. It seems quite a few members of the Abyss Expedition Force in the past came from my world.”


“I see. Your Unique World is...”


The South Sea Thirty-Six Swords of the Hainan Sect, the Dharma Thirteen Swords of Shaolin, and at last the Taiji Wisdom Sword of Wudang. It was a dazzling display of sword arts.


Cheongheo nodded.


“Do you recognize it?”


Under the barrage of hardened energy carrying compressed World Force, Kasim began to be driven completely onto the defensive.


Unable to block every attack, Kasim had to focus World Force into his eyes and deflect the sword forms little by little.


Perhaps because Kasim’s vision had improved, Kasim soon saw the shadow of Cheongheo’s Unique World behind him.


Why had Kasim failed to realize it upon seeing Sword Manipulation through Qi?


Cheongheo’s world was one created from the blood and souls of dead martial artists.


Sanctuary Manifestation

「Martial World」


It could not compare to the 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 that Rupture’s executives had spent countless years creating, but it was an Unique World far too magnificent to believe one person had completed it.


A world filled with infinite potential, one that might someday surpass Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood given enough time.


Looking up at the vast sky of the Martial World, Kasim thought:


How grueling must the years have been for Cheongheo to open this world? How blessed were the martial artists who had given their lives to complete this beautiful world?


Watching the essence of a world fly toward him, Kasim, who had been purely admiring it, began to amplify World Force as well.


Kasim’s axe burned dark red against the twelve incoming blades.


* * *


As red and blue World Force mingled, Jaehwan slowly drew Dokbul. He immediately knew who the bare-chested man before him was.


This had to be the rumored First Division Commander, Buddha.


“Then shall we begin too?”


As if he had been waiting, Buddha smiled and gathered World Force in both hands.


「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」


A Buddha statue with a grotesque smile extended a massive palm toward Jaehwan.
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Screams rose from all across the Seventh Site.


At some point, Runald stopped hearing them as screams. Screams could only sound like screams when other sounds existed alongside them. When every sound in the world was a scream, screams lost their nature as screams.


Calamity swept across the battlefield where the screams had vanished.


Supreme beings exchanged storm-like torrents of World Force.


Runald shook the ringing from his ears and surveyed the heart of the calamity.


Crash!


Nameless, the Seventh Site’s Divine Throne, was locked in battle with two Great Lords. Nearby, Fifth Division Commander Mirel clashed with Yu Seolha and ravaged the battlefield with a waterfall-like flood of World Force.


For now, the fight seemed evenly matched, but the scales were slowly tipping. The two sides had vastly different numbers of soldiers.


“Watch out, kid!”


Vicegerents were swept away by the Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood that Awakened Ones unleashed without restraint.


Sirwen, who had been moving alongside Runald, swiftly reached out and pulled him from the wave.


“Waaah!”


“Hey! You almost died!”


Perhaps because she had overused her magic, blood vessels stood out in Sirwen’s eyes.


Rumble, rumble, rumble.


The roar of steel giants’ exhaust engines blanketed the battlefield. The Seventh Site could resist at all only because of those steel giants.


Dozens of Gigantes swung house-sized swords as they faced the Awakened Ones.


They were creations of Sirwen, a Dream Demon nearing the realm of a Master.


She had procured parts from the Fifth Site’s Artisan Association, the same place that had built the Destruction, and mass-produced standard Gigantes. Their hastily assembled Parts were not particularly durable, but the fact that so many Vicegerents could pilot Gigantes was still a stroke of luck for the Seventh Site.


“Damn it. If that damn old man had not taken the airship with him.”


Sirwen remotely controlled the Gigantes and shoved back the approaching Awakened Ones.


The battle would have been easier with the airship, but Cheongheo had already taken it. There was no point complaining now.


“You’re really good at controlling them.”


“My body was trained by games made in World 294.”


“Can Dream Demons travel freely through the Peripheral Worlds too?”


“More or less. It’s a privilege reserved for Dream Demons. Now stop talking to me. I’m busy.”


Sirwen operated no fewer than seven controllers at once as she fought the Awakened Ones.


The army of Gigantes advanced in formation, pushing the Awakened Ones back. It was a magnificent sight.


“A game where you control things like that? World 294 sounds terrifying.”


“Terrifying or peaceful, I’m not sure. World 294 is a place called Earth. Jaehwan’s hometown is there too... I told you to stop talking to me.”


Runald thought of Jaehwan for a moment.


Jaehwan, who was fighting a great war for the fate of the 《Abyss》, must once have been an ordinary human too.


What kind of place had Jaehwan lived in? Did he not miss his first world?


When all this was over, where would Jaehwan go? What would he become?


A sudden sorrow welled up inside Runald, and he murmured without realizing it.


“Jaehwan will return safely, right?”


“What are you saying? How can you be a Follower and not believe in your god?”


“That’s true, but...”


Runald believed in his god.


If he did not believe in him, who else could he believe in?


Still, regardless of his faith, an ominous feeling kept washing over him.


Runald shook his head and pushed the thought away. This was not the time to be consumed by pointless worries.


Hold on. For now, he only needed to focus on holding on. If they could somehow endure until Jaehwan finished what he needed to do...


Crunch!


A deafening roar of steel being torn apart rang out. Something approached from Rupture’s side, cutting through the Gigantes formation.


Sirwen’s face changed.


Two Gigantes under her control had been ripped apart like paper and tossed aside.


As far as she knew, only a handful of beings remained in the 《Abyss》 with that much World Force.


The next instant, a sharp blade fragment flew in and lightly cut Sirwen’s left arm as she operated the controllers. With a small cry, one controller rolled across the ground.


“It seems you and I have some fate between us, Dream Demon girl.”


It was Great Lord Varkant, whom they had failed to kill before.


Nameless and Yu Seolha were both occupied. Only Sirwen and Runald could face Varkant. Runald bit his lip.


“Give me that controller!”


“What?”


“Give me one of those sticks! I’ll try somehow!”


“What? No! A kid like you can’t handle this!”


Three or four Gigantes exploded in succession.


Even Gigantes, which could amplify a Vicegerent’s World Force, could not stand against a Great Lord.


Then someone stepped forward and blocked Varkant as the Great Lord crossed the battlefield.


Crunch.


World Force surged from the blade that stopped Varkant’s claw, accompanied by a grating screech.


“Stand back. I will face Varkant.”


Runald recognized the gaunt back and stubborn face.


The Leader, Eoduksi.


“So you are the former owner of that toy Tower.”


Varkant seemed to recognize the Leader as well.


Metallic Ash covered the Leader’s entire body.


Varkant smiled at the killing intent flowing from him.


“I know about your Setting. They say you are invincible in one-on-one combat.”


Perhaps because of his battle with Jaehwan, the Leader’s Setting had become fairly well known throughout the 《Abyss》. Ash Pentagon, which trapped an opponent inside a ring, and Ash Sword, which turned anyone it touched into ash.


“Let us see it for ourselves.”


An immense aura rose from Varkant’s entire body.


This was the World Force of one who ruled a region in the twelve zones.


Simply facing Varkant made beads of sweat gather on the Leader’s forehead.


His instincts warned him.


He could no longer use Time Rewind.


If he opened a Pentagon meant for one-on-one combat, he would certainly die.


A one-armed man landed beside him.


“He’s not someone you can defeat alone.”


It was the God of the Deep Sea Russell.


“Two won’t be enough either.”


“I know.”


It was an unfavorable battlefield. Even if they had become enemies of Rupture, they did not need to come searching for a place to die.


Russell said, “Even so, we are gods. A proper god should be able to distinguish right from wrong. That is what omniscience means.”


An arrogant statement that only a god could make.


The 《Abyss》 needed gods like that now.


Varkant smiled.


“If you’re so omniscient, you must already know that you’ll die.”


With a roar, the World Force of Varkant, the Leader, and Russell collided.


Ten more collisions of World Force followed.


A cracking sound came from somewhere as Russell’s wrist flew off, and silver blood spilled from the Leader’s mouth.


Varkant, on the other hand, looked as calm as though playing a board game.


“Is this all the Eight Heavens and Seven Stars amount to?”


Even one of the Eight Heavens and one of the Seven Stars together were no match for Varkant.


It was said that the Combat Power of two Great Lords was roughly equal to one of the Eight Divine Thrones. Yet now that they had faced one directly, it was clear this was not a level that could be judged by such simple measures.


“You’re inferior to Generals.”


Varkant laughed with delight as Russell groaned and rolled across the ground.


Runald and Sirwen froze as they watched the battle.


The Eight Heavens and Seven Stars were the 《Abyss》’s strongest forces aside from the Eight Divine Thrones. Were they really this powerless?


So they hadn’t revealed their true power in the previous battle.


They had grown complacent after winning too easily last time with Jaehwan’s help.


This was the true strength of the Great Lords.


Boom!


Mighty spears and blades of World Force poured down from the sky. Varkant casually swung a claw and knocked them aside.


A massive crow emerged from the dark clouds.


“Uncle Ethan!”


At Runald’s cry, Ethan Cart, King of Crows, appeared from within the clouds.


“You look terrible, Leader.”


The Leader frowned, spat silver blood onto the ground, and said, “The Metaverse Six Gods have no place interfering here. Did you come to die?”


“If I came intending to die, I would have come alone.”


At Ethan’s reply, two more crows appeared at either side. Middle-aged and elderly men rode atop them.


Varkant emerged through the pale dust and narrowed their eyes.


“You are...”


The old man on the crow smiled.


“It has been a very long time since I last saw a Great Lord in person.”


The old man was Old Heaven, God of Aging Shiyu, one of the Eight Heavens.


The middle-aged man beside him was Death Heaven Thanatos, the God of Mortality and another member of the Eight Heavens who always traveled with Shiyu.


“It would not be bad to teach mortality to one who comes from a land that knows no death.”


As Ethan and the two members of the Eight Heavens descended onto the battlefield, Runald’s face brightened slightly.


“Uncles, are you going to help us?”


“Child, we did not come here to take anyone’s side.”


Thanatos continued after Shiyu.


“We’re only fighting to protect the 《Abyss》.”


In truth, Old Heaven Shiyu and Death Heaven Thanatos had rarely appeared on the 《Abyss》’s battlefields since the 〈Hachenold Catastrophe〉. Their appearance before a Great Lord meant they had made a decision of their own.


Ethan’s crows let out harsh cries as five gods stood together.


Runald watched their backs with new eyes.


They were all connections Jaehwan had made in the 〈Metaverse〉.


It felt as though the 〈Metaverse〉’s Sanctuaries were unfolding around them.


Even Varkant’s expression had hardened by then.


The Leader gave the signal.


“Begin the hunt for the Great Lord.”


Runald’s heart pounded as he watched the gods rush forward.


With this much strength, it might be possible. No matter how powerful their enemy was, they had three members of the Eight Heavens, one of the Seven Stars, and Ethan of the Metaverse Six Gods. There were scarcely any gods in the entire 《Abyss》 who could contend with this force.


The sky flashed as though blinking, and Ethan and Russell manifested their Sanctuaries at the same time. Waves from the Deep Sea covered the battlefield’s sky, while the swamp of the Graveyard of Crows bound Varkant’s feet.


Varkant released World Force and tore apart the incoming waves and the crows clutching at the Great Lord’s feet.


“Is this all you can do...”


Almost simultaneously, Shiyu and Thanatos closed in behind Varkant. Shiyu’s Setting, 「Youth」, fused with Thanatos’s Setting, 「Twilight」, in an instant.


Varkant realized too late and shouted as the Great Lord turned and struck out with a palm. Fine cracks spread across Varkant’s left arm as it collided head-on with the Sanctuaries of two members of the Eight Heavens.


Varkant frowned and stamped a foot. Both gods flew into the air at once.


Just as Varkant opened a mouth to mock their combined attack, an ash-gray blade flew from the shattered shadows of crows.


“Tch.”


The blade sliced through Varkant’s shoulder in an instant.


It was the Leader’s surprise attack.


Varkant swiftly cut away the corroding surface of the shoulder. It was not fatal, but neither was it a wound that could be ignored.


The Leader quickly pulled back and asked, “Does it still look like a toy Tower?”


They could do it.


Even against a Great Lord, this force was enough.


Jaehwan was not here, but they had to show that they could protect the 《Abyss》 without him.


Runald clenched both fists and watched them fight.


The boy knew.


This was the sight the gods of this world wished to show him.


As wounds multiplied across Varkant’s body under their meticulous coordinated attacks, the Dragon Lord gradually began to slow. Varkant shook off the silver, retreated, and cursed.


“You damned bastards.”


The ease had vanished from Varkant’s eyes. The Great Lord’s gaze rapidly swept the battlefield before stopping at one point.


Sirwen realized what Varkant was thinking.


“No! Stop him!”


Terrifying World Force exploded through the air, and the surrounding area was instantly covered in clouds of dust.


Varkant crossed the battlefield through the opening and reached a fallen Gigantes. The Great Lord opened the cockpit and climbed inside.


Sirwen’s face went pale.


Great Lord Varkant was already more than they could handle. If a being like that used a Gigantes as well, the result was obvious.


Thanatos, who understood the situation too late, murmured, “A Great Lord is using a Part of the 《Abyss》?”


Considering the relationship between the 《Abyss》 and the 《Great Realm》, nothing like this had ever happened before.


How could Great Lords, guardians of the System, use the gods’ weapons?


Yet Great Lord Varkant had thrown even pride aside and chosen victory.


Varkant’s humming voice came from the Gigantes.


[An interesting toy.]


The Gigantes’s default function was World Force Amplification.


The Gigantes Varkant had entered must have been an exceptional model, because the Great Lord’s World Force began rising rapidly.


Shiyu and Thanatos, alarmed, manifested their Sanctuaries and charged at Varkant together. But before they could close the distance, the air erupted.


WHOOOM!


With a terrifying burst of energy, the shape of a dragon rose from Varkant’s entire body.


Something strange followed.


The five gods charging toward Varkant froze in place at the same time.


More precisely, their soul forms refused to attack.


Their limbs had frozen like prey before a predator.


A transcendent-grade skill, 「Dragon’s Dignity」.


Varkant’s innate skill, 「Dragon’s Dignity」, drove those with lower World Force into a state of panic. The greater the difference in World Force, the stronger its effect became. Varkant’s World Force had just grown powerful enough to nearly rival that of the Eight Divine Thrones.


“If I had known the 《Abyss》 had toys like this, I would have come here long ago.”


The Gigantes’s massive right hand moved slowly and stopped above Thanatos’s forehead. Its curled index finger flicked out playfully.


Thanatos’s body folded with a thunderous crash.


“Death Heaven!”


Shiyu shouted in shock.


Thanatos flew dozens of meters and crashed into a ruined building. A single blow had broken all four limbs and left Thanatos unable to fight.


Even if Thanatos had been defenseless, it was overwhelming Combat Power, enough to bring down a powerhouse of the Eight Heavens in one strike.


The Allies all thought the same thing.


This was a monster they could never face.


Sirwen turned to Runald.


“Runald.”


They were still outside the range of Dragon’s Dignity. If they were going to flee, now was their chance. If she could not survive, she at least had to save this kid.


“Y-you... what are you doing?”


Runald had neatly taken off his clothes and was calmly stretching.


“I might be able to face him.”


“What bullshit are you saying? You can barely handle one Awakened One, how could you...”


Even those terrifying members of the Eight Heavens were being thrown aside. How could he say something so absurd?


Then Runald said, “Varkant just put on Clothes.”
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“What?”


Runald spoke again to Sirwen, who had asked him to repeat himself with a blank look.


“He put on Clothes right in front of me.”


Jaehwan was not here. Someone had to take his place.


As Runald watched the Allies fall one after another, he recalled a sight he had once seen in the 〈Metaverse〉.


An old temple that served the Metaverse Six Gods.


The lonely Prayers of the Dolls that had lingered there.


One day, Jaehwan would destroy this world.


One day, people’s Prayers would remain as hollow verses, just like those of the Dolls.


It was a terribly lonely and desolate sight, yet strangely, it gave Runald courage.


Compared to destruction, the fear before him was nothing.


Ominous eyes looked down at the boy from the sky.


Against the backdrop of a destroyed world, a Gigantes came charging toward him, its engine roaring.


Runald cast off the fear carved into his soul and clenched his fist.


He could not remain weak forever. He would not run away either.


Was he not the only Follower of Destruction in this world?


‘Jaehwan-nim, please give me strength.’


A golden current began rising from Runald’s naked body.


* * *


Papapapapap!


Rays of Stabs flew in from every direction.


Silver particles burst wildly into the air.


“Ghk!”


Buddha was surprised to hear such a clichéd groan escape his own mouth. Until now, he had always been the one hearing that sound, never the one making it.


As silver fluid surged from his mouth, Buddha admitted that he had completely underestimated the man before him. If he had met this man before Maiad, perhaps their plans might have changed.


No matter how he looked at him, Jaehwan was a young soul who had not even lived for two thousand years.


How could such a soul possess this much power?


Even Buddha, who had endured thousands of reincarnations, could not fully gauge the countless years Jaehwan had overcome.


Given a little more time, even another hundred or two hundred years, the man before him might surpass Maiad.


‘But not yet.’


World Force rose from Buddha’s body. It was the sum of every realization Buddha had gained through countless reincarnations. As tension blanketed the battlefield, a smile touched Buddha’s lips.


‘Even if he defeated Jerome.’


No matter how strong this green young brat was, there was no way he could overcome the years Buddha had lived.


As if reflecting Buddha’s confidence, his World Force began soaring without limit.


Nine billion... ten billion... eleven billion.


Buddha looked at Jaehwan with an arrogant expression. Grass flattened around him, and tiny creatures possessing World Force had their souls burst apart and died. At this point, Jaehwan should have been close to suffocating from World Pressure alone.


Yet Jaehwan’s presence did not change.


If anything, he watched Buddha’s transformation with curious eyes.


It did not take long for the doubt on Buddha’s face to turn into shock.


“You... that eye?”


A serpent spun fiercely within Jaehwan’s left iris.


An Ouroboros devouring its own tail.


It resembled the serpent shape embedded in Buddha’s eye.


The difference was that Jaehwan’s Ouroboros had completely caught its tail, while Buddha’s had not.


“So you were the one Ignis’s Vicegerent mentioned. You were the one who obtained Gestalt’s Eye.”


“...”


“How did you obtain that? Even after tens of thousands of years, I could not...”


Frustration and rage mixed together, and deep disbelief appeared in Buddha’s formerly calm eyes.


This young brat had caught the serpent’s tail that Buddha had failed to grasp throughout his entire life? That could not be true.


Then Jaehwan asked, “You use 「Reincarnation」, do you not?”


Buddha’s eyes wavered for an instant.


Did this bastard know about his 「Reincarnation」 as well? Then again, if Nameless had told him...


“That is why you could not obtain it.”


“What?”


It made no sense.


“What do you mean?”


Come to think of it, when Buddha first developed 「Reincarnation」, La-Hamad had said something similar.


If he used a shortcut, he would never be able to obtain 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


“You will never catch the ‘tail.’ More precisely, you have become unable to catch it.”


It was still impossible to understand.


That ambiguity only deepened Buddha’s anger.


Even if his inability to complete Ouroboros had something to do with 「Reincarnation」, there was no reason to be lectured by some green young brat.


“Insolent fool.”


The enormous palms of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara charged forward. Buddha’s strongest technique, the one he had used to defeat Karavan, was being unleashed.


A thousand palms arranged in the shape of a Buddhist swastika.


The ultimate secret of Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara, forcing every soul into the chain of karma.


「Dharma Wheel」.


A mass of World Force exceeding ten billion flew at Jaehwan as though to crush him. It was slow, but it covered every direction. There was no avoiding it.


Jaehwan did not evade. He took his stance.


Paaang!


Jaehwan’s Ouroboros spun faster and faster. The World Force that surged afterward shook the battlefield like a jet stream.


‘What kind of World Force is that?’


Eight billion...


Nine billion...


Jaehwan’s World Force soared in an instant.


A slightly pained expression crossed his face when it passed ten billion, but only briefly.


Eleven billion...


Twelve billion...


Jaehwan’s World Force was already approaching Buddha’s.


Only then did Buddha truly realize what kind of power Jaehwan possessed.


‘Is that the 「Cognitive Dissonance」 I have only heard of?’


Cognitive Dissonance, the unique Setting of 「Gestalt’s Eye」.


It was one of the representative Settings used by Gestalt, who had possessed no Followers.


A Setting that made one’s own Clothes into one’s Followers.


The loneliest and most solitary World Force in existence, growing stronger as the total amount of Clothes resonating with the main body increased.


「Fall」.


Jaehwan’s world-destroying Stab tore through the thousand palms in every direction. Its destructive force was enough to inspire fear, even though Buddha knew he could return to life through Reincarnation.


Buddha gritted his teeth and swung both hands. In the blink of an eye, the Stab had already reached his face, and a flash filled his vision.


Kwoooooong!


Thousands of Stabs swept away everything Buddha possessed without leaving even a scream behind.


It was a sight that could only be called total annihilation.


Then, after a moment.


Crack, crackle.


A rift formed in the air. Space was peeling away like the layers of an onion.


It was precisely where Buddha’s World Force had vanished.


Space split apart like a lotus blooming, then opened wide with a blaze of light.


“Huff. Huff.”


Buddha emerged from the petals, staggering like a newborn. After taking exactly seven steps, he vomited amniotic fluid with a gurgle, rubbed his eyes, and muttered, “It truly feels disgusting.”


It was a miracle where not even a dead body, but a dead soul, returned to life.


No god in the 《Abyss》 had ever possessed such a Setting. Resurrection denied the great cycle of birth and death, and it was a power capable of shaking the foundation of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Yet Jaehwan’s expression did not change much as he faced that miracle.


“So that is 「Reincarnation」.”


“That is right.”


“Still, something is strange.”


“What do you mean?”


“You are not the one I fought just now.”


Buddha’s eyes slowly widened at those words.


Anyone could see that he was Buddha. His appearance and the World Force he gave off were the same.


Even so, Jaehwan was saying that he was not ‘the Buddha who died a moment ago.’


After hesitating, Buddha asked, “How did you know?”


“Your presence is different.”


Jaehwan stared closely at Buddha’s body before continuing.


“You are a different set of Clothes. Another set of Clothes has taken control of the soul.”


“...”


“That is not Reincarnation. The one who was ‘Buddha’ until a moment ago is already dead.”


Buddha’s body trembled.


He had undergone countless reincarnations and defeated innumerable powerful enemies through them, but Jaehwan was the first to notice the secret of 「Reincarnation」.


Unique Setting, 「Reincarnation」.


The moment Buddha used Reincarnation, his previous persona was extinguished as a Sacrifice.


What was born in its place was one of the countless sets of Clothes waiting in the depths of his consciousness.


A new set of Clothes inherited the memories of the previous Buddha and awakened within the lotus. He used himself as a Sacrifice to give birth to another self.


That was the secret of Buddha’s 「Reincarnation」.


“You are not Buddha. The Buddha you once were died long ago.”


Jaehwan’s words pierced Buddha’s chest like an awl.


It was something every one of the countless Buddhas who had died had considered at least once.


Could continuity of the self truly exist just because continuity of memory existed? He inherited those memories and possessed the same appearance, but did that alone make the previous Buddha and the present Buddha the same person?


In truth, Buddha knew as well. Each time Reincarnation occurred, his personality changed in subtle ways.


Something essential buried deep within him was being worn away little by little with every repetition.


“Shut up.”


Even so, Buddha could not accept it. The moment he did, Buddha could no longer be Buddha.


The reason Buddha, who repeated Reincarnation and death, could remain Buddha was simple.


“I am Buddha. Buddha, the invincible god who has never once been defeated.”


He was Buddha. He believed himself to be Buddha.


Buddha’s World Force covered the sky and swept across the earth.


The resentment of tens of thousands of years. World Force born solely from the desire to escape the fear of death.


Kukukukukung.


Buddha’s World Force poured down like a waterfall, settling into the palms of 「Thousand-Armed Avalokiteshvara」 before becoming a thousand palm strikes.


Buddha was certain.


His path was not wrong.


Even if he ceased to be Buddha at the end of this path, he would never be defeated. Countless other Buddhas who returned to life would take revenge for him.


Jaehwan’s eyes turned cold as he faced the army of World Force rushing toward him.


“It might be worth testing how many times you can return to life.”


Overwhelming killing intent rose from Jaehwan as he silently deflected the palms.


Buddha’s soul trembled ominously before the power of 「Fall」 that coiled around the world.


Fear.


It was an emotion Buddha could not accept.


‘I am afraid?’


The fear of death, or soul extinction.


A sensation he had forgotten for far too long.


Before the thousand flashing blades behind Jaehwan, Buddha felt a dreadful sense of deja vu. It was a vision of his future selves dying in misery.


As though driving a wedge into that premonition, Jaehwan said, “If you have practiced Ouroboros, you must know as well. Clothes are...”


Jaehwan’s Dokbul let out a roar.


“Never infinite.”


Buddha screamed and charged forward.
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“W-what is this little brat?”


A golden boy raced naked across the battlefield.


With his appearance, the war at the Seventh Site shifted once again. Everyone in his path had their clothes torn apart, forced into a state of complete disarmament.


So this was how Jaehwan felt.


Runald realized anew how much stronger he had become. He had not undergone transcendent training in the Forest of Madness like Jaehwan, but Runald had not spent all that time idling either. At least while using his innate Setting, 「Naked」, Runald could display power that rivaled any powerhouse in the 《Abyss》.


“Aah! My clothes!”

“Graaah!”

“That damned brat!”


The Awakened Ones being stripped at random screamed.


Even the Great Lords locked in bloody combat with Nameless stared at Runald as though wondering what kind of horrifying hybrid he was.


“What kind of Setting is th...”


Riiip!

Riiippp!


“Kill him! Kill that bastard! This is no time to cover yourselves!”


Kwang!


“Aaagh!”

“Damn it!”


The naked Vicegerents hurriedly tried to cover themselves, only to be struck down by Sirwen’s Gigantes.


Even Sirwen’s face brightened at the unexpected success.


“Good job, brat! Strip them all!”


Things could not keep going that well.


Runald’s elusive rampage finally got under Great Lord Varkant’s skin.


[You damned little punk.]


Inside a Gigantes, Varkant swung a fist toward the ground, powered by amplified World Force.


Old Heaven Shiyu and Leader Eoduksi had barely escaped 「Dragon’s Dignity」. They released their World Force to oppose Varkant, but they had never been a match to begin with.


“Kh, khraaagh!”


A massive wave of World Force exploded through the Gigantes’s circuits. Billions of World Force blasted out, shattering the ground into pieces.


Fortunately, Runald had already darted far beyond the affected area.


[You are quick for a child. But this is as far as you go.]


Runald’s lips twitched.


Great Lords did not practice cool lines, apparently.


They were Great Lords in name, but their dialogue sounded no different from third-rate villains. Thinking about it, most of Runald’s enemies had spoken alike. Maybe every adult who survived long enough in this world became the same.


They said the same things, hurled the same insults, lived the same days, and ultimately upheld the same world.


Runald hated adults.


Perhaps that was why he had chosen Andersen, the god with the Naked World. Why he had become a Follower of Jaehwan, who rejected the existing System. Maybe it was simply Runald’s fate.


Kwang!


The Gigantes’s fist collided head-on with Runald’s.


The blast nearly knocked Runald unconscious. They had exchanged barely a dozen blows, yet it felt as though every bone in his body had been broken down to the molecular level. Something surged up his throat, and silver fragments scattered from his torn thigh.


“Runald!”


Sirwen cried out.


Runald knew it too. Another hit would be dangerous. Their World Force levels were far too different.


If he took one more proper blow like this...


[It is over.]


The Gigantes’s fist flew toward Runald’s abdomen.


Sirwen’s Gigantes were too far away. The Leader and the Companions lay sprawled on the ground. There was not a single adult here who could help the boy.


“Pweee-yoooook, Pong.”


He thought there was no one.


At the strange voice from somewhere, Varkant hesitated. Runald narrowly avoided the fist.


“Over here! Pweee-yoooook, Pong!”


Yoonhwan stood there, waving one hand while leaning on a crutch.


His innate Setting, 「Pweee-yoooook, Pong」, had the power to draw everyone’s attention.


World Force gathered in Varkant’s clenched fists as their expression twisted.


[Annoying. You reckless brats.]


Varkant leaped in one motion, launching into the air as though they meant to crush Yoonhwan.


Time slowed.


Yoonhwan watched Varkant’s fist rush toward him.


I will die.


It was not an attack Yoonhwan, only a third-stage Awakened One, could block or evade. His injuries had not even healed yet.


A bitter smile touched Yoonhwan’s lips.


Ever since following Jaehwan, he had thought a moment like this might come quickly. Still, was this not too soon?


At least his sacrifice could save Jaehwan’s Vicegerent.


Having accepted everything, Yoonhwan slowly closed his eyes.


Yet not everyone had closed their eyes.


Destruction’s all-seeing eyes, and Runald, Destruction’s Follower, were watching.


No.


Runald did not know Yoonhwan well. All he knew was that Yoonhwan was one of Jaehwan’s close friends.


Yet that man had thrown his life away for someone he barely knew.


In Yoonhwan’s actions, Runald saw a familiar vision: his first god, Andersen.


「Runald.」


Runald remembered Andersen’s words, and his thoughts quietly accelerated.


「Gods create worlds, but Followers protect them.」


The memories and beliefs Runald had gathered until now mixed together like a storm.


The battlefield around him slowed.


Runald walked through that slowed battlefield.


「Runald.」


His steps quickly became faster. When he came to his senses, Runald was running.


「Protect his world.」


Golden World Force shimmered along the boy’s path. Wherever his footsteps passed, a world bloomed.


Localized Sanctuary Manifestation.

「The World After the Fall」.


Even where there was no god, a Sanctuary could bloom.


It was a very small Sanctuary, but it still held enough power to threaten.


[What?]


Startled, Varkant quickly turned and blocked Runald’s attack. Runald’s World Force had become much heavier than before, forcing Varkant to take a step back for the first time since the battle began.


Runald swung his fist at Varkant again and again.


“Aaaaaaah!”


World Force flowed into him through his Unique World, and Runald’s psyche rapidly expanded.


Hatred for the world and rage toward the System consumed the boy’s mind.


But there were things rage alone could not solve.


Kwaaaang!


They exchanged another blow, and Runald’s right shoulder twisted badly. He hurriedly forced the dislocated shoulder back into place, then evaded Varkant’s next attack.


Not enough.


The enemy before Runald was not an ordinary adult.


Varkant had ruled the 《Great Realm》 for tens of thousands of years. They were a Vicegerent of the System, Great Lord Varkant.


It was nowhere near enough.


Even with 「Naked」 and the World Force drawn from his Unique World, Runald remained outmatched.


Naturally.


Varkant had gathered more than several billion World Force over tens of thousands of years. Runald could not gather even five hundred million, even after pulling together all his World Force.


It would not have been strange if he had already been reduced to dust. The fact that Runald could still trade blows like this was a miracle, entirely thanks to the 「Naked」 Setting Andersen had left behind.


[You are amusing, child. Such splendid spirit.]


The Gigantes’s merciless fists struck Runald all over his body as Varkant laughed.


[You are far better than those pathetic Eight Heavens over there.]


Silver fragments flying from Runald’s small body painted the air.


The Gigantes controlled by Sirwen threw themselves forward and blocked Varkant’s attacks.


Runald barely escaped their range, then staggered to his feet. A ringing dizziness swept through him, making the world sway.


Hardly any of the Seventh Site’s forces remained. Nameless and Yu Seolha were still occupied, and an endless army of Awakened Ones remained.


And there was Great Lord Varkant.


The tide of battle had already turned.


Is this the end?


Something rose between Runald’s tightly clenched lips. Self-consolation and self-loathing crashed over him at once.


A heavy impact drove his knees to the ground.


Varkant approached and lifted Runald’s small head.


[You did well enough.]


Was it really all right for it to end like this? After coming so far. What had he survived all this time for?


Could everything end here?


[Now go.]


No. It could not.


Just a little more. If only he had a little more strength.


That was when Runald heard a voice by his ear.


「If you become stronger, you will no longer be a child.」


It sounded like the last remaining line of prayer in a ruined world.


「You are trying to become nothing more than an adult.」


Runald doubted his ears.


The voice continued.


Then it became voices.


「You will not be able to get bread just by opening your eyes wide.」

「You will not be able to cry and cling to Sirwen.」

「You will not be able to whine or act spoiled.」

「When climbing a mountain, you will not be able to swing a stick around for no reason.」


The dizziness grew worse.


It was like one person playing several roles.


Even in his confusion, Runald gave a small laugh. He thought he knew who the voices were.


「You will become embarrassed to be naked.」


That is fine.


It was fine if he could no longer act spoiled. Fine if he could no longer use the fact that he was a child. Fine if he became embarrassed to be naked.


It was fine if he became an adult.


As long as he could protect them.


「This is troubling.」

「Do you truly want this?」

「Child, do you understand what that means?」


It did not matter if he went mad like this.


Runald was prepared to offer everything he had.


「Such resolve.」

「Do we all agree? That one is still a child.」

「That is why the qualification is sufficient.」


After a moment, the voices began to fade one by one.


「Only a ‘child’ is qualified to use this power.」


A dark aura began to envelop Runald’s entire body.


「But be prepared, child. The price of power gained without effort is never light.」


The ominous aura seemed to use hatred itself as fuel.


If only there had been more strength.


More time.


Greater potential.


Varkant saw Runald’s body darkening to black and tightened their grip in surprise.


But then...


[Kh?]


The heat grew intense enough to melt the Gigantes’s glove. Varkant reflexively released Runald’s soul.


Sirwen’s expression changed the moment she saw Runald’s transformation from afar. She sensed that something was wrong.


“Runald, no! Stop!”


Nameless, fighting amid the chaos at the center of the battlefield, also witnessed the sight.


That was...


Nameless had lived in the 《Abyss》 for over a hundred thousand years. They knew what change was taking place in Runald’s body.


It was the symptom of the 《Abyss》’s most famous illness.


God Complex.


Nameless had once written books about God Complex, including 『Hymn to the God Complex』, so they recognized Runald’s symptoms at once.


The black aura raging around his soul was one of the most common symptoms of God Complex.


But Nameless could not understand why a disease that rarely afflicted gods in their second year after entering the 《Abyss》 was appearing in that young Follower.


God Complex. And a supreme-grade God Complex at that.


Most gods considered God Complex the recklessness of youth, or a kind of mental illness. Gods afflicted by it were that unbearable to look at.


Why else would it be called an illness?


Nameless, though, thought somewhat differently from other gods.


「God Complex is the only ‘answer’ capable of resisting the 《System》.」


Not Settings mass-produced for efficiency and popularity, but Settings that were extremely inefficient and exaggerated.


Only the spirit of God Complex, the desire to build something unique to oneself, could be the hope that saved existence in this stubborn, hopeless world.


Most people with God Complex fell into ruin beneath the mockery of other gods. But...


Nameless watched Runald stride toward Varkant and felt something strange.


That God Complex was different.


A faint ring swirled within the boy’s eyes as he slowly opened them.


「Ouroboros.」


The boy who had entered the adults’ war stood there.


The boy was Jaehwan’s Vicegerent.


And a Vicegerent was someone who could stand in for a god where no god was present.


Nameless realized it.


They were witnessing the possibility of another world.


A sentence Nameless had written at the beginning of 『Hymn to the God Complex』 suddenly came back to them.


「God Complex begins with ‘imitation.’」


Runald held Solitary Child, the longsword Jaehwan had given him, in his right hand.


The solitary child cried out toward the world, just as Dokbul had.


Feeling the density of World Force contained within the boy’s world, Nameless was seized by both deep admiration and sorrow.


That boy had wagered everything.


Not only his past and present, but his future self as well. An explosive evolution gained when a soul with limitless future growth used all of its potential for growth as a sacrifice.


Runald-style Inferior Version.

「Cognitive Dissonance」.


Runald’s World Force surged in an instant and struck Varkant’s Gigantes.


As Varkant cried out in alarm, Runald’s retinas blazed with pure gold.


The realizations Jaehwan had gained were reaching Runald as well through their shared Unique World.


In the ecstasy that felt as though his soul would burst, Runald swung his fist again and again. Even sensing that this might be the final battle of his life, he did not stop.


To protect what mattered.


To protect his world.


The Gigantes’s armor shattered apart.


Sirwen’s urgent voice reached him.


Jaehwan, please give me strength.


Pain raced through Runald as though every joint in his body were melting away. His mind burned as though it had been scorched.


Varkant was visible inside the broken cockpit.


Runald poured all his potential into his right fist. World Force condensed to its limit and shone brightly.


He drove that fist into the Gigantes’s cockpit.


Runald-style Inferior Version.

「Fall」.


Pitch-black power of Fall burrowed into the Gigantes’s interior, and a massive explosion swallowed the battlefield.


Varkant’s tearing scream faintly echoed from the center of that blast.
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“Gahhh!”


787th rebirth.


Jaehwan’s Dokbul pierced his heart.


Buddha thought Jaehwan would give up soon. No matter how extraordinary a god’s attack power was, he could not kill Buddha this many times. Eventually, Jaehwan’s World Force would be exhausted, and the opportunity would pass to Buddha.


Buddha believed that and waited.


.


.


1,862nd rebirth.


By now, he had died more times than he had when he received the approval of the God of Flames and the Dragon God.


Jaehwan’s combat strength was beyond anything Buddha had expected, but Buddha thought he could not have much left.


Jaehwan’s Dokbul crushed his face.


“Guh, heok!”


.


.


2,263rd rebirth.


Buddha thought.


‘This bastard is a demon.’


Feeling blades carve through his entire body, Buddha died without even a scream.


.


.


2,905th rebirth.


Buddha thought.


He was sure he had thought something, but the thought vanished.


Being reborn was slowly becoming painful. Before he could even establish his identity, death came again. Buddha began to wonder whether he had fallen into an illusion where he died endlessly.


A flying Stab took his life.


.


.


3,971st rebirth.


Buddha stopped thinking.


A moan, neither laughter nor crying, slipped from his lips.


“Kh, khuhuhuhut!”


Dokbul split his soul in half.


.


.


.


And finally, the 5,487th time...


Jaehwan looked at Buddha dangling from his hand.


He had not expected Buddha to endure this long, but even Buddha had clearly reached his limit.


“Want to do it again?”


Buddha did not answer. More precisely, he did not seem to have the presence of mind to answer.


The authority of the Eight Divine Thrones and the dignity of Rupture’s First Division Commander were nowhere to be found in Buddha’s trembling body.


There was no attachment to life in Buddha’s hollow, shadowed eyes. In a sense, that mental image was close to the perfect detachment Buddha had desired so desperately.


Jaehwan stared down at him and wondered whether Buddha, as he was now, might be able to grasp a clue about Ouroboros.


Of course, it was too late for that now.


“Were you planning to use Karavan as a hostage?”


As Jaehwan dragged Buddha along, he found Karavan’s soul, discarded by Buddha’s fleeing subordinates.


Karavan seemed to be regaining consciousness. He reached a hand toward Jaehwan, then passed out again. The marks of the desperate battle he had fought to protect his Site were clear all over his soul.


Jaehwan remotely moved the airship Destruction and carried Karavan’s soul inside. His life seemed to be in danger after losing his god, but Cheongheo was there. He would survive somehow.


It looked as though Cheongheo’s battle would soon be decided as well.


Jaehwan looked around the dust-filled battlefield, then stopped at one spot.


“How long are you going to keep watching?”


Holding Buddha by the neck, Jaehwan threw him into the dust.


Something caught Buddha’s body. It sounded like flesh striking a solid steel plate.


Then a voice spoke.


[Impressive. Truly.]


“...”


[I did not expect you to reduce our First Division Commander to this state. Oh, Buddha. You only have one set of Clothes left. Are you all right? You have not entered Nirvana already, have you?]


It was impossible to tell whether the voice was joking.


Jaehwan knew its owner well.


“Maiad.”


A gigantic body emerged from the dust.


Its armor was vivid red, as though drenched in blood.


The machine stood over ten meters tall, looking down at Jaehwan as if mocking him.


Jaehwan had seen that Gigantes before.


The Abyss’s strongest Part and one of the Ancient God’s Three Divine Artifacts.


「Deus Ex Machina」.


Jaehwan’s 「Gestalt’s Eye」 shone as if resonating with it. It seemed the Three Divine Artifacts recognized one another.


Jaehwan and Maiad looked at each other for a moment.


They were among the few beings in this world who could see 《Big Brother》.


In a sense, they acknowledged one another. That did not mean they acknowledged each other’s worlds.


Their worlds could never coexist. That was why they stood opposed now.


[You have certainly changed from before.]


Perhaps sensing Jaehwan’s presence, Maiad’s voice held an unusual note.


Jaehwan was undeniably far stronger than he had been during the Hachenold Catastrophe.


But Jaehwan was not the only one who had grown stronger.


“Same goes for you.”


Maiad gave a faint smile.


[If you have come this far, you must know everything now. There is no need for either of us to waste time on unnecessary explanations.]


“Right.”


[Then come.]


Deus Ex Machina and Jaehwan stepped forward at almost the same time.


A battle between a human and a colossal giant.


Despite the overwhelming difference in size, their World Force was so evenly matched that it was impossible to tell who held the advantage.


As Jaehwan’s 「Fall」 burst into flames, Maiad’s 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 swallowed the world. As Dokbul let out a fierce roar, Deus Ex Machina answered with a growl.


At last, the final battle for the fate of the 《Abyss》 had begun.


* * *


There was an expression: earth-shaking, heaven-shattering.


Karlton had heard it often enough to know it well. It probably came from the martial world, though he did not know its exact origin.


Before coming to the 《Abyss》, Karlton had used the phrase himself from time to time.


Earth-shaking, heaven-shattering.


A force that startled the heavens and shook the earth.


It was a flawless expression for the greatest feats of martial might.


That was only true before the 《Abyss》.


Once someone truly witnessed a sight that startled the heavens and shook the earth, even that expression began to feel inadequate.


‘I don’t even know what I’m supposed to call that.’


Watching the bizarre battle between a human and a Gigantes, Karlton could not look away.


The blasts that tore through the air every instant. The fierce exchanges fought to land even a single strike.


If even one of the shockwaves created by that battle brushed him, Karlton would not come away unharmed.


Every second, every moment, could bring death.


Even so, Karlton could not leave his spot. It was as though he had become a fixed doll.


「The World After the Fall」


Waves of black-blue Fall poured endlessly from Jaehwan’s Dokbul.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」


Waves of dark crimson bloodshed surged from Maiad’s Gigantes like a waterfall.


The two waves collided and canceled one another out, creating an endless landscape of emptiness. The air tore apart with a shriek, and pits too deep to measure opened across the ground.


The deepest of them had been created by the Stab Jaehwan had just unleashed at Maiad.


From within the pit, shaped like a massive speaker, Maiad’s calm voice emerged, amplified.


[Excellent.]


“...”


[I regret not trying to recruit you back then. Honestly, I did not expect you to become this strong.]


The enormous body of 「Deus Ex Machina」 emerged from the mound of dirt that had buried it. The way the Gigantes brushed dirt from itself did not look much different from a person.


[I know there is no point in asking you this, but...]


“Then do not.”


[I do not want to. Jaehwan, would you not join our 「Rupture」 and open a new world together?]


Perhaps Maiad found the words amusing. Without waiting for Jaehwan’s reply, Maiad let out a quiet laugh.


[Usually, this is the kind of line some demon king facing death would say.]


“You might be in that situation yourself.”


Maiad doubled over as if having heard a delightful joke.


The sight of the Gigantes clutching its stomach and laughing somehow made Jaehwan uncomfortable.


Maybe even that discomfort was part of the performance, Jaehwan thought.


“Enough with the act. Did we not agree not to waste time on unnecessary explanations?”


[That is true, but I cannot help regretting it.]


The bent waist of Deus Ex Machina slowly straightened.


As the Gigantes’s spine straightened, its horned head tilted slightly toward the sky.


The steel giant looked up at the heavens and spoke.


[Today, depending on the outcome of this battle, one of our two worlds will disappear from this world forever. Is that not a terrible thing? That is why I cannot stop talking. I truly like you, Jaehwan.]


Without a word, Jaehwan launched a Stab.


Maiad lightly turned and avoided it.


[In another sense, it is sad. You possess an Unique World so similar to mine, yet you cannot understand me at all.]


“I do not need to understand you. That is the difference between you and me.”


[What a lonely thing to say.]


Maiad was still looking toward the sky.


Jaehwan followed the gaze.


Maiad’s sky was different from his own. The star that had shone so brilliantly in Maiad’s sky was gone now.


[In this 《Abyss》, are you not the only one who can understand me? You already know what kind of future I dream of. Having reached your level, you could not fail to know. You must also have expected that your resistance would have no effect on the arrival of the new world.]


Deus Ex Machina stood with its greatsword planted in the ground, staring at the sky. It gave off an alien, sublime presence.


[Look at that sky. The sky where the arrogant being that watched over us has vanished. The old era is completely over. A new era will begin. The age of gods and Lords has come to a complete end. Now, only a little remains. In a little while, everything will change.]


Maiad’s voice held a faint tremor and barely contained excitement.


A few Awakened Ones watching the battle wiped tears from their eyes. Anyone who had dreamed of a great ideal and walked alongside Maiad would have been unable to contain their feelings.


It was not only because of the meaning of Maiad’s words.


There was something that could be called a person’s aura.


To Jaehwan, Maiad was nothing more than a slick con artist. To others, Maiad was the leader of an organization and the vanguard of a revolution.


Those who believed in Maiad’s world all looked toward the sky with the same expression. Whether that world was right or wrong, the meaning of the scene was not insignificant.


[Only a little remains now.]


Maiad’s voice sounded like a sweet temptation.


Jaehwan’s eyes deepened.


‘Only a little.’


Jaehwan came from a world where he knew the trap behind those words better than anyone.


Sometimes, a little while lasted forever. No matter how much time passed, the new era never came. The world that was supposed to arrive remained asleep forever. People always died dreaming of what would come a little later.


The System, holding that little while hostage, ruled over people’s reality and maintained its structure.


That was the foundation and organizing principle of this world.


“Stop acting.”


[Acting? What acting are you referring to?]


“Big Brother is not dead.”


[I apologize, but that being has already ceased to exist.]


“I can still see it.”


Jaehwan spoke as he looked up at his own sky.


A terrible eye was still fixed there.


Crows flew around it, and its bloodshot veins bulged ominously.


A giant pupil that was always watching him.


From the moment he first discovered that eye, 《Big Brother》 had never disappeared from his world for even an instant.


Not even when Maiad made the star fall.


Maiad smiled.


[Perhaps so. Jaehwan’s world belongs to Jaehwan, after all. But are you not the only one who believes in that world? And you already know what people call a world believed in by only one person.]


“I am not alone.”


[Soon, you will be. So let me put it precisely. In the worlds of everyone except you, 《Big Brother》 has ceased to exist.]


“...”


[Do you dislike that phrasing? Then let me put it this way.]


Maiad smiled strangely, as though Maiad truly were some great villain.


[《Big Brother》 never existed in this world to begin with.]
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After a moment of silence, Jaehwan spoke.


“Do you really mean that?”


[Of course I do.]


Maiad shrugged, then spread both arms wide in an exaggerated gesture.


[I know. To your eyes, you can truly see 《Big Brother》. That must be why you are still clinging to such stubbornness. But does seeing something prove that it truly exists? How can you be certain that ‘eye’ is 《Big Brother》?]


“Enough wordplay.”


[It is not wordplay. It is a logical conclusion. As you know, an Unique World does not reflect reality. It is a systematic delusion created by a single being.]


A systematic delusion.


[An Unique World is nothing more than a world of 「Hypothesis」. It is an imaginary world with no proof that would justify calling it real.]


Jaehwan fell silent for a moment. Dragging out a conversation so tediously in the middle of a fight was not his style. Even so, he could not keep quiet.


Maybe it was a childish urge not to concede anything to someone like Maiad. Maybe he wanted to speak for the victims who had died because of Maiad’s sophistry.


Either way, Jaehwan opened his mouth.


“Even if what you say is true, there is a contradiction in it.”


[A contradiction?]


“If 《Big Brother》 is false, why did you go around talking about 《Big Brother》 so much?”


[...]


“You even staged a scene where you defeated 《Big Brother》 before every being in the 《Abyss》. If 《Big Brother》 truly does not exist, what was the point of staging that?”


This time, Maiad was silent.


It was not a flustered silence.


[At times, what does not exist holds greater power.]


It felt as though Maiad had been waiting to say those words all along.


[You must know there are many rumors about 《Big Brother》.]


The voice sounded like someone explaining an old maxim.


[Some call 《Big Brother》 a hidden organization that controls the world, while others describe it as the sole god ruling over all dimensions. Some claim they were harmed by 《Big Brother》, while others point to 《Big Brother》 as the source of every catastrophe. It is not as if there is some ‘Big Brother Theory of Everything.’ It is ridiculous, as though 《Big Brother》 were the cause of everything in this world.]


“So?”


[Yet, amusingly enough, not a single god in the 《Abyss》, including myself, has ever confirmed 《Big Brother》’s existence.]


Come to think of it, Jaehwan had heard something similar before. Had Jerome, said to be the strongest among the Great Lords, not said the same thing?


That he had never seen Big Brother even once.


[Every so-called fact about 《Big Brother》 is nothing but a groundless rumor. That 《Big Brother》 threatens the Abyss, that it owns the 《System》, that it is the god of the Adapters... all of it is unverified hearsay.]


“So you are saying 《Big Brother》 does not exist.”


[Put simply, yes.]


“As I recall, you also helped create those rumors.”


[I did. There is no better target for stoking hostility than 《Big Brother》.]


Jaehwan’s expression twisted.


“So you created the illusion of 《Big Brother》 to maintain your organization?”


[《Big Brother》. The root of all evil in the world. A convenient and obvious enemy.]


Maiad’s calm voice made it clear that Maiad was telling the truth.


Thinking about it, it was not an absurd claim. Since ancient times, defining an external enemy had been an effective strategy for strengthening unity among allies. Nothing was more dangerous to safety than an enemy that threatened “us.” Better still if that enemy was everlasting, powerful, and impossible to clearly identify.


[So, Jaehwan-ssi, wake from your illusion. 《Big Brother》 does not exist. Everything is a lie agreed upon by the gods. Now is the time for the world to wake from that lie. And what I defeated was that very lie.]


Those were the words of the man who had defeated 《Big Brother》 for the first time in the Abyss.


Instead of responding, Jaehwan quietly studied the Unique World rippling behind Maiad.


An empty sky with nothing in it.


It was a sky where something must have hung for thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of years.


That was when 「Deus Ex Machina」 moved cleverly to block Jaehwan’s view. The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence.


It was a gesture that seemed unwilling to let anyone see its sky.


For an instant, Jaehwan felt something like sorrow.


“Can you bear it?”


[What are you referring to?]


A strange silence settled over them. No words passed between them, yet Jaehwan knew that Maiad had been wounded in that instant. Of course, Maiad would never acknowledge that wound. The moment Maiad did, Maiad would no longer be able to endure who Maiad was now.


That wound would fester, just as it had with Buddha and Nameless.


“You are denying every year you have lived.”


Buddha, Nameless, and Maiad.


The three who had started 「Rupture」.


The story of their ideal, of dreaming of hunting 《Big Brother》.


Jaehwan found traces of that time in Maiad’s Unique World. Perhaps what had truly fallen from Maiad’s world that day was not 《Big Brother》.


How many years did it take for a single star to fall?


Jaehwan did not know.


[Nameless told you unnecessary things.]


Maiad laughed quietly.


[Jaehwan-ssi, there is a proverb in your world, is there not? ‘When three people gather, they can make up a tiger that never existed.’ Back then, we merely made up a tiger that never existed.]


“I do not know. To me, it looks like you turned away from a tiger that truly existed.”


Jaehwan’s voice was drowned out by a roar. Deus Ex Machina’s figure had risen into the sky, pouring out World Force. It was practically a declaration that the conversation was over.


[I heard you acquired 「Gestalt’s Eye」. I think it is time you showed it. Otherwise, this battle will end rather blandly.]


「Deus Ex Machina」’s wings spread wide.


[Ex Machina, Phase 1.]

[System 「Deus」 activated.]


The entire 《Abyss》 writhed in pain as the ground shook.


The first Innate Setting possessed by 「Deus Ex Machina」, 「Deus」.


Jaehwan activated 「Gestalt’s Eye」 without hesitation.


Innate Setting, 「Cognitive Dissonance」.


Nine billion, ten billion, eleven billion...


It looked like a contest of World Force, but the situation was unfortunately turning against Jaehwan.


If 「Cognitive Dissonance」 of Gestalt’s Eye was a Setting that increased base World Force, then 「Deus」 of Deus Ex Machina was a Setting that multiplied the user’s World Force.


Maiad’s World Force had already soared well past fifty billion.


A vast amount of World Force condensed, and the entire Eighth Site began to fall into a vacuum of World Force.


Power like that of the Three Ancient Gods in their prime.


World Force that even all Eight Divine Thrones together would not dare oppose.


Jaehwan’s World Force, on the other hand, had stopped rising at around fourteen billion.


The cries of the Clothes echoed in his head.


「How do you intend to beat that? This is too much.」

「Body, sorry, but this may be as far as we can go.」


The World Force 「Cognitive Dissonance」 could raise had reached its limit.


Yet Jaehwan did not look flustered in the slightest. He had a trump card Setting that could overcome the immense gap in World Force.


Once upon a time, long, long ago,

There lived a Naked God.


He hated Clothes,

So he lived naked all his life.


Maiad realized what Jaehwan was trying to do and sneered.


[That no longer works.]


The control-type Setting extending from 「Deus Ex Machina」, 「Augmented Reality」, activated.


Virtual Clothes that could not be removed were soon placed on Jaehwan’s body.


The only weakness of the 「Naked」 Setting. Its effect could not manifest unless Clothes were removed.


Yet Jaehwan did not stop singing.


At last, the Naked God was wrapped in Clothes.

The lonely Naked God said,

The reason this world is so unhappy.


That is,


Because we are all wearing Clothes.

Because none of us can take off Clothes.


Though he had not taken off his Clothes, golden light bloomed across Jaehwan’s entire body. It meant the 「Naked」 Setting was taking effect.


Maiad’s 「Deus Ex Machina」 began to creak in shock.


No one can take off Clothes.

That alone is the truth.


Then Jaehwan moved.


Maiad doubted Maiad’s eyes.


Jaehwan was clearly wearing Clothes. So why did he look naked? It was an obvious contradiction.


Was it because thousands of Jaehwans were supplying World Force through 「Cognitive Dissonance」?


To Maiad, it looked as if thousands of naked Jaehwans were charging toward Maiad.


A dazzling wave of gold.


The Naked Gods affected by 「Cognitive Dissonance」 were personally realizing their ideal.


Jaehwan’s lips moved slightly.


“Ouroboros.”


I wore Clothes.

I did not wear Clothes.


* * *


The tremor that shook the 《Abyss》 traveled through the Branches and reached the Trunk.


World Force powerful enough to make the entire 《Tree of Illusion》 recoil.


[It has begun.]


Sole King Catastrophe spoke as they looked up into the darkness of the 〈Palace of the Dead〉.


Catastrophe wanted to cross that void at once and help, but could not. There were the restrictions of the seal, and more than anything, Catastrophe could not be of much help to Jaehwan in their current state. The aftereffects of the battle against the Great Lords remained.


Catastrophe turned to La-Hamad, who sat cross-legged with golden eyes shining.


[Who is he fighting? The Rupture Lord?]

[That is correct.]

[So that bastard knew about what happened two hundred and ten thousand years ago too. Who told him? That little monk bastard you raised? Or that writer bastard?]

[Are you referring to Buddha and Nameless?]

[I do not care what their names are.]


Catastrophe continued in an irritated voice.


[You should have left them alone. Was it not because you started doing useless things to create successors that the 《Abyss》 ended up like this?]

[Ouroboros.]

[Ouroboros, Ouroboros. Damn it.]


Maiad’s figure, shared through Jaehwan’s sight, appeared in the darkness of the 〈Palace of the Dead〉.


Fragments of Jaehwan and Maiad’s conversation could be heard now and then.


After watching for a long time, Catastrophe spoke in a distorted voice.


[They said three people can make up a tiger that never existed, yet he intends to become the tiger himself.]

[...]

[That bastard is no ordinary one. I heard he was always going on about Big Brother, but I never imagined he was plotting to recreate what happened two hundred and ten thousand years ago.]


What happened two hundred and ten thousand years ago.


In the silence that fell softly, La-Hamad and Catastrophe recalled the same memory.


The Three God War.


The day Deus died, Gestalt’s existence was torn apart, and Catastrophe’s power was sealed.


That day’s tragedy, when they devised 「Lone World」 to stop the war among the gods.


Catastrophe spoke in a self-mocking voice.


[Whether human or god, when three gather, they all do the same things.]
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Boom! Boom! Booooom!


Thousands of Jaehwans charged forward and mercilessly hammered at Gigantes’s plating. Of course, 「Deus Ex Machina」 did not budge.


The Three Divine Artifacts’ fearsome reputation was no lie.


The Part with the toughest molecular structure in the Abyss. That was the Colossus, 「Deus Ex Machina」.


Creeeak.


But no matter how formidable Deus Ex Machina was, it could not avoid attacks aimed at the Part’s joints. Jaehwan’s blades, lodged into Gigantes’s joints and the tiny gaps around the cockpit, poured immense World Force into Gigantes’s interior. On top of that came the synergy of 「Naked」, which boasted the best possible compatibility against Gigantes.


It was a combination that made the impossible possible.


Screeeech.


With its joints paralyzed, 「Deus Ex Machina」 dropped to one knee. Seizing the moment, thousands of Stabs converged at once and burrowed into the cockpit’s connection points.


A moment later, the sound of steel tearing began to ring out.


It was astonishing.


After taking concentrated blows at its joints, the cockpit of 「Deus Ex Machina」 slowly began to crack. Through the twisted cockpit, Maiad’s shocked expression became visible.


Jaehwan did not miss the opening.


Even if 「Deus Ex Machina」 took damage, it possessed the ability to rapidly restore its plating through its user’s World Force. Considering the overwhelming difference in World Force between them, a drawn-out fight favored Maiad.


So this was the only moment that mattered.


Crackcrackcrack!


While thousands of blades kept Maiad pinned down, Jaehwan finally drew the trump card he had been saving until now.


Rumble.


In an instant, darkness swept across the sky of the Eighth Site. A sinister aura swept over the land, and from somewhere came the sound of wailing specters.


In Jaehwan’s left hand was the strongest sword the 《Abyss》 could boast.


「Void Sword」


The legendary artifact that cut souls. Catastrophe’s Void Sword, the weapon of the Sole King, had finally revealed itself.


[Interesting.]


Even while staring at the Void Sword rushing toward them, Maiad showed little sign of fear.


[Go ahead.]


「Void Sword」 was, by nature, a weapon that displayed maximum efficiency against living beings.


A soul struck by the blade of 「Void Sword」 would undergo Mutation through the effect of its innate Setting, 「Time Infection」, and in the end would become a Follower of Catastrophe.


Moreover, 「Time Infection」 was a Setting whose effect intensified the greater a being’s World Force and the longer that being had lived.


In that condition, Maiad was the perfect prey for 「Void Sword」.


Craaack!


Dodging the grasp of 「Deus Ex Machina」, Jaehwan drove 「Void Sword」 through the split cockpit. At the same time, the body of 「Deus Ex Machina」 moved with startling agility and barely slipped out of the attack’s range.


But Jaehwan knew for certain.


The sensation was incredibly faint, but it was enough.


‘It definitely connected.’


The blade of 「Void Sword」 had touched Maiad inside Deus Ex Machina’s cockpit. Now 「Time Infection」 would rapidly collapse Maiad’s mind, and even if Maiad managed to withstand 「Time Infection」, a considerable portion of their World Force would still be lost.


Frozen like a statue, Deus Ex Machina stood motionless, as though proving the fight had already been decided. The attack had clearly worked.


At that moment, a question flashed through Jaehwan’s mind.


‘Why didn’t Maiad use 「Plausibility Destruction」?’


Maiad already knew that Jaehwan had made a contract with Catastrophe. In that case, just as before, Maiad could have used 「Plausibility Destruction」, the authority of Deus Ex Machina, to sever the Void Sword’s link.


But Maiad had not done that.


This was Maiad. They were not the sort of enemy who would simply forget to use it.


Whoooosh.


With a deep hiss, Deus Ex Machina’s cockpit opened wide. Inside the fully exposed cockpit sat Maiad, dark red veins bulging starkly across their body.


Cough.


Black particles spilled with Maiad’s dry cough.


Even at a glance, Maiad had clearly taken severe damage. Maiad worked their lips with effort. What came out was not the amplified voice transmitted through Deus Ex Machina, but their own unfiltered voice.


“Jaehwan, you truly are an extraordinary person. To think you obtained two of the Three Divine Artifacts... There has only been one such being in the past several thousand years.”


Maiad was smiling through a darkened face.


Maiad was dying.


“I was right not to kill you back then, Jaehwan. If it had not been for you, 「Lone World」 could never have arrived.”


Something was definitely wrong. Even driven this far into a corner, Maiad still looked relaxed.


Cough, cough. Spitting out silver light, Maiad went on speaking.


“My innate Setting has difficult activation conditions... Do you know how much trouble that caused me?”


With a bitter smile, Maiad moved Deus Ex Machina.


A moment later, a massive blade appeared in Deus Ex Machina’s grasp.


Rumble.


A sword whose hilt and blade were indistinguishable.


A blade steeped in ghostly energy.


Jaehwan’s eyes wavered. He calmly lowered his gaze and compared the sword in his own hand to the one in Maiad’s grasp.


Then he became certain.


Void Sword. That was Void Sword.


And that was not the end of it.


Jaehwan saw Maiad’s pupils inside the cockpit emit a green light as they spun violently. The shape of a coiling serpent.


‘Ouroboros’ had coiled itself within Maiad’s eyes.


* * *


Rumble!


Several Awakened Ones flinched as thunder crashed across the entirety of the 《Abyss》.


Gales of World Force were sweeping in from all directions. For Followers with low World Force, it was a wind threatening enough to be deadly. Thick storm clouds covered the sky, and the world darkened as though night had fallen.


“Seolha, give up already.”

“You first.”


Drip, drip.


Standing in the falling rain, Mirel, Rupture’s Fifth Division Commander, and Yu Seolha leveled their blades at each other. Their breaths came ragged after a fierce close-quarters clash.


The advantage had almost completely shifted to Yu Seolha.


Between Mirel, who had spent all day in the laboratory managing simulations, and Yu Seolha, who had honed her strength on the front lines of battle, there was a gap in skill that went beyond a mere difference in World Force.


‘He’s incredible.’


Yu Seolha’s lips twitched as she looked toward Runald, collapsed beyond the next block.


Originally, she had intended to deal with Mirel quickly and then take on Great Lord Varkant. But somehow, Runald had suddenly blossomed in power and taken Varkant down first.


‘He took down a Great Lord...’


Runald was at death’s door, but Yu Seolha felt that if they could somehow settle this war, they might still be able to save him.


Nameless, who was facing two Great Lords, was not in a bad situation either. However slight it was, Nameless was gradually gaining the upper hand in both attack and defense.


If Yu Seolha defeated Mirel and joined in, the direction of the battle would become even more certain.


‘We won.’


Premature optimism swelled in Yu Seolha’s chest.


She did not know what Maiad’s plan had been, but a future ruled by 「Rupture」 would no longer come.


They had won, and the tragedy would disappear.


Perhaps it was because joy had come too early. She failed to notice that the color of the rain fluttering through the air had changed.


Of course, even if she had noticed, nothing would have changed. This was never something she could have stopped in the first place.


The storm clouds were turning into blood clouds.


In the instant she thought, What is this, her entire body was dyed crimson.


Visions of corpses strewn everywhere appeared before her eyes.


As Yu Seolha blankly turned her head, she saw the back of a familiar man in front of her. The back of a man whose head had been severed. As the body slowly turned to face her, Yu Seolha remembered perfectly what that body’s name had once been.


‘What...?’


Headless Imai was speaking.


“Seolha.”


She staggered back a few steps, and then felt something touch her back. Yu Seolha hurriedly swung her chain scythe behind her, and splattered drops of blood flew up and struck her cheek.


Blood did not splatter in the 《Abyss》.


“Seolha.”


Kasim, with only his head remaining, smiled at her as tears of blood streamed from both eyes.


Yu Seolha screamed and stumbled backward. That could not be possible. At the place she retreated to lay Mirel, bleeding with all four limbs severed, and Buddha, chopped into dozens of pieces, his organs spilling out.


And then,


There was Yu Seolha herself as well, her heart pierced through.


Yu Seolha hastily shook her head and forced herself to stay conscious.


This was a vision. Even after realizing it was a vision, the scene before her did not disappear. Everything in the world was stained crimson.


The next moment, Yu Seolha sensed World Force draining out of her entire body.


“Don’t tell me this is... all of you...?”


Mirel’s face, as she stood confronting Yu Seolha, was rapidly turning pale. Watching Mirel steadily lose vitality, Yu Seolha realized she herself was likely no different.


The Awakened Ones fighting all around them began showing similar symptoms.


“Ugh, uaaaargh!”

“What? What’s wrong with you all of a sudden?”


Sirwen seemed almost excited that this had made the Awakened Ones easier to deal with, but the situation was not that simple.


Even Nameless, who had been fighting the Great Lords, was twisting in pain.


Everyone in 「Rupture」 who shared the same Worldview was losing strength.


Yu Seolha cursed and looked up at the sky.


“Damn it, don’t tell me...”


The sky was swirling as it absorbed World Force.


Feeling an overwhelming wave of dizziness crash over her, Yu Seolha finally lost consciousness.


* * *


Despite the divine feat Maiad had shown, Jaehwan did not become particularly tense. The reason was simple: unlike Jaehwan’s own, the 「Void Sword」 and 「Gestalt’s Eye」 Maiad had shown were not complete.


“So that’s your 「Setting」.”

“Yes.”


Just as Jaehwan possessed 「Fall」, he had always assumed Maiad must also have some unique Setting.


Jaehwan recalled what Nameless had once told him.


「To begin with! They did not originally possess that Setting. Maiad! Created that Setting after I parted ways with 「Rupture」. I do not know! What change of heart came over them in the meantime, but using the ‘Ouroboros’ that Buddha and I taught them, they created a completely different Setting. It may not compare to 「Gestalt’s Eye」, but at the very least it possesses power comparable to Buddha’s 「Reincarnation」.」


Now Jaehwan understood what Maiad’s Setting was.


Innate Setting, 「Truth Desecration」


Maiad’s innate Setting was the ability to replicate the Settings or Parts they had ‘experienced.’


“You are less surprised than I expected.”

“It doesn’t seem like such an impressive ability.”

“That’s right. At first glance it looks remarkable, but unfortunately, a fake is only a fake.”


That was why Jaehwan had not felt much of a crisis.


He could tell at a glance. The Settings Maiad had obtained through replication were nothing more than counterfeits, incapable of displaying even half the efficiency of the originals.


Lightly swinging 「Void Sword」, Jaehwan said,


“With power like that...”

“That’s right. With something like this, I cannot defeat you.”


Cracks had already begun spreading across Maiad’s Void Sword as it clashed against Jaehwan’s 「Void Sword」.


Dodging Jaehwan’s next Stab, Maiad continued.


“Stop. Stop swinging it, it’ll break. I didn’t create this to fight in the first place. The Three Divine Artifacts are nothing more than keys.”

“Keys?”

“That’s right, keys. Did you know? A key does not distinguish between a copy and an first.”


The fake Void Sword in Deus Ex Machina’s hand pointed toward the sky. At the same time, the fake Gestalt’s Eye embedded in Maiad’s eye began to spin.


“As long as it can open the ‘Door,’ the key’s quality or performance does not matter in the slightest.”


Five-colored light burst from the entire body of 「Deus Ex Machina」.


It was a movement Jaehwan had never seen before.


At the same time, towers began growing beneath 「Deus Ex Machina」. They were towers he had seen once before. The seven towers, including the Master’s Tower Maiad had cleared.


New towers rose up again beneath those towers, supporting them from below. As though several Masters had carved a single collaborative work, Maiad’s towers grew into one single tower and carried Maiad toward the very end of the heavens.


Something that should never have happened was happening.


Gripping Dokbul and Void Sword in both hands, Jaehwan immediately unleashed his World Force.


Sanctuary Manifestation.

「The World After the Fall」.


In response, towers began to rise beneath Jaehwan as well. 「Fortress of Regret」, created by Mulack. And 「Metaverse」, created by Neil Crash. But even the speed of those two towers rising was not enough to catch Maiad.


Jaehwan concentrated all the World Force in his body into his legs. Then, using the tower’s upward momentum as propulsion, he leaped into the empty air. The Setting of 「Raven Armor」, passed on to him by Ethan, spread out into wings.


He did not know what exactly was happening, but he would finish it in one stroke.


He had a premonition that he had to. If he missed this chance, it felt as though he would never be able to kill Maiad again.


By then, Jaehwan had already drawn close enough to be within arm’s reach, and Maiad’s lips curved into a radiant smile.


Jaehwan had seen a similar smile once before. It closely resembled the Driver’s expression as the Driver ascended toward the sky on the tenth floor of 〈Metaverse〉.


The face of someone who had witnessed a piece of the world they had yearned for more than anything.


“You will never understand how long I waited for this moment. How happy I was when I learned that you possessed the rest of the Three Divine Artifacts.”


Jaehwan felt strangely unsettled.


Maiad’s smile was fake.


Maiad’s actions were deception, and their life was a lie.


So why?


Why did the emotion in those eyes feel real?


[Ex Machina, Hidden Phase.]

[System Operation.]


A tremendous explosion blasted Jaehwan away.


As he drifted through the air with his ears ringing, Jaehwan witnessed the changed sky. Blood-red clouds filled the sky, and countless drops of blood fell from them.


That had once been someone’s Unique World.


And it was no longer a Unique World.


A world that had gone beyond one person’s delusion and finally become pure reality.


That blood-red reality shattered, tore apart, and infected every other world.


The screams of countless writhing worlds.


And a moment later, only a single world remained.


A world with no more struggle, and no more screams,


「Lone World」


High above, Deus Ex Machina had risen into the sky and was shining brilliantly as a red star.
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There was once a man.


A man whose World had been stolen by the Cultivators’ ambition and the dream demons’ desire for honor.


After clearing 「Existence and Nothingness」, the Tower of Nightmares created by Jean-Paul, the great dream demon Master, the young man followed the gods’ guidance into the 《Abyss》. His rage and hatred toward this world opened the path of Awakening.


He fought the Lords of the 《Great Realm》. He struggled against the gods of the 《Abyss》. He slaughtered countless Cultivators and dream demons.


He founded 「Rupture」.


Whenever the young man slept, he imagined 《Big Brother》. He firmly believed that the star he could see was 《Big Brother》.


Beyond this world’s tragedy, that thing exists. One day, I will shoot that star from the sky.


He swore it again and again.


The young man became middle-aged, then grew older, then became an old man. His appearance remained youthful, but he had become terribly old.


He had lived through much history.


He could no longer remember when he had stopped the war.


He could not remember when he had begun looking at the sky less often, or when that brilliant star had begun filling him not with burning rage, but with deep despair.


Nor could he remember when he had stabbed out the eyes that could see the light.


Maiad could no longer remember.


* * *


Jaehwan now knew quite a bit about the Three God War. The restored Record of the Abyss contained the history of the Abyss that Mulack had left behind.


Most documents remaining in the Abyss described the Three God War as a power struggle among the Three Ancient Gods. The truth, however, was somewhat different.


The three gods had gathered that day not to start a war, but to end war forever.


Perhaps that meeting had been destined long ago.


From the day the three gods discovered Clothes, put on Clothes, and began seeking the true nature of Clothes.


* * *


The first to speak was the young Catastrophe, who still possessed a body.


“So this is the power of that thing called the 《System》?”


“Clothes are not the 《System》’s power. They are a power that arose alongside the 《System》’s existence.”


The one who answered was the young Deus, whose body was clad in iron armor.


“Isn’t that the same thing?”


“It is different.”


“What exactly is the 《System》?”


“The fundamental principle of the universe. The cause that precedes all things.”


“What kind of nonsense is that? So you’re saying it’s stronger than us?”


“It is not something that can be called strong or weak. The System is simply this entire world. It is a concept that completely transcends the category of strength and weakness.”


Catastrophe’s lips twitched.


“Then I’ll destroy it. We are gods. I will not stand by and let something like that rule over me, whether it is a fundamental principle or some transcendent concept.”


“The 《System》 has no will. It governs, but does not reign. It simply exists.”


Catastrophe groaned.


“What have you been trying to say this whole time? Didn’t we gather to stop the gods’ war, System or not? Why bring this up now?”


Deus spoke with a mechanical smile.


“Catastrophe. We can use the 《System》 to end this war.”


Deus laid out the plan he had prepared.


He began with the concept of Clothes, the source of their power, and went on to explain how they could use those Clothes to gain control over the 《System》.


After Deus spoke for some time, Gestalt was the one who raised an objection.


“I oppose this plan. We do not know what the System truly is.”


Despite Gestalt’s objections, Catastrophe and Deus pushed ahead with the plan. Perhaps they had grown tired of the long war. Perhaps it was boredom born from the passage of endless time.


Or perhaps it came from a sense of justice.


No one knew why they made that choice then. Only the result was certain.


That day, the thing everyone knew was born into the world.


* * *


Two hundred and ten thousand years after the Three God War ended.


Jaehwan, now the strongest Awakened One in the 《Abyss》, witnessed a recreation of the thing created two hundred and ten thousand years ago. Of course, this was not its complete form. The being created back then had likely been far more powerful.


A blazing red sun.


Maiad now resembled such a sun.


[So this is how it feels. To be a true god.]


It was a statement that seemed to deny every god in the 《Abyss》.


In fact, with Maiad’s appearance, gods scattered throughout the 《Abyss》 were rapidly losing their power.


The Hidden Phase of Deus Ex Machina.


It was an ability that transformed Maiad’s Unique World into a single System.


The principle itself was simple. Deus’s 「Plausibility Destruction」 severed the links between gods and their Vicegerents. Catastrophe’s 「Time Infection」 infected the Vicegerents with the 《System》. At the same time, Gestalt’s 「Cognitive Dissonance」 manipulated the Vicegerents’ senses.


“Aaaaaah!”


The Vicegerents, suddenly cast into a new reality, trembled in pain. Yet with their gods gone, the only World left for them to believe in was 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


Under that painful coercion, they accepted 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 one by one.


They became voluntary slaves to the System.


World Force gathered from all throughout the 《Abyss》 was flowing into Maiad’s Deus Ex Machina.


Jaehwan could not even guess how much World Force had accumulated there.


Rumble.


「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, elevated into a single System, was different from the 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 Jaehwan knew.


That World was no longer a Hypothesis.


Jaehwan looked around. Kasim and Cheongheo were clutching their chests, their bodies convulsing.


Maiad’s voice reached him.


[How strange. How are you still all right? Not even an Awakened One should have been able to endure this.]


Kasim and Cheongheo appeared to be suffering for different reasons.


Kasim, who had always been a member of 「Rupture」, was having his World Force drained by his own World, 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. Cheongheo, who possessed an Unique World of his own, was being invaded by 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


Having descended as reality, 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 allowed no Unique World but itself.


The power to reject every Hypothesis except itself.


That was the power held by Lone World, 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 after it became the 《System》.


Yet even 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 could not destroy Jaehwan’s World.


Jaehwan thought he vaguely understood why that was possible.


[Interesting. The World that remains until the end is your World.]


Jaehwan’s Unique World had been born solely to destroy other Worlds.


That was why Jaehwan’s World necessarily required other Worlds.


A World that would never disappear as long as another World existed.


That was the condition of existence for Jaehwan’s Unique World.


Jaehwan stared at Maiad in silence.


At the end of that gaze, Maiad asked,


[Why are you looking at me like that?]


“I felt sorry for you.”


[For me?]


Maiad burst into loud laughter.


Jaehwan did not laugh.


“You stabbed out your own eyes because you could not reach the star.”


[……]


“As if everything was the fault of the eyes that could see that star.”


Jaehwan looked up at the sky.


Dark clouds from 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 completely covered the heavens. The clouds hid the sky as if no sky existed beyond them.


Yet excessive concealment only made it clearer that something was there.


[Have you suddenly become a poet? I have no idea what you are talking about, Jaehwan. I am the star itself now.]


“The star is nowhere now. You have lost it forever.”


[You are dull to the very end. Let us finish this.]


The World surged toward Jaehwan.


Red blades burst from the shattered air. Part of the sky collapsed and fell before him. A hand shot from the blood-red ground and seized Jaehwan’s ankle. Light poured from 「Deus Ex Machina」, now a single sun, burning the earth as it raced toward him.


「Cognitive Dissonance」


Jaehwan broke free of the World Force’s grasp with all his strength.


「Naked」


Golden light burst forth and deflected Deus Ex Machina’s beam.


「Fall」


Black aura rose from Dokbul and swept away the countless red blades flying at him.


Even so, Jaehwan’s soul was being battered mercilessly.


Maiad’s Three Divine Artifacts were no match for Jaehwan’s 「Gestalt’s Eye」 and 「Void Sword」. Yet the overwhelming difference in World Force was crushing every advantage those Settings gave Jaehwan.


No matter how sturdy a ship was, it could not defeat the sea.


Before long, Jaehwan’s entire body was covered in wounds. The muscle in his thigh burst. His left shoulder was torn clean away.


Still, Jaehwan did not stop swinging his sword.


Breaking. Slashing. Stabbing.


Falling, then rising again.


A naked human stood there, fighting a World.


Every being in the 《Abyss》 watched his battle while holding their breath.


「Damn it.」

「If only there had been a little more time...」

「I’m sorry.」


Jaehwan’s Clothes faded one after another in his place. Voices losing strength scattered like prayers vanishing into the air.


Even Jaehwan’s nearly twenty billion World Force was not enough to stand against the entire 《Abyss》.


Jaehwan’s expression slowly darkened.


* * *


One hundred billion... two hundred billion?


Perhaps it had already surpassed even that unit.


Simply watching the battle unfold before him made Karlton feel as if his soul were being torn apart. World Force beyond what a single soul could endure was raging through the area.


The fact that Jaehwan was still standing was a miracle.


This was neither metaphor nor symbol. Maiad had already become a World in himself.


And Jaehwan was fighting that World.


‘Fortress Lord.’


Unlike Cheongheo, Karlton still retained his senses.


It was thanks to Jaehwan.


If not for the link Karlton had formed with Jaehwan in advance to provide him World Force, and if Jaehwan had not restored that link with 「Cognitive Dissonance」 the moment it was about to be severed by 「Plausibility Destruction」, Karlton would have been rolling across the ground like the other Awakened Ones.


The link he had formed beforehand to help Jaehwan was now preserving his own life.


Karlton squeezed out his remaining World Force and sent it to Jaehwan.


Less than one billion World Force.


It was a pitifully small amount of power, nowhere near enough to change the current situation.


He had thought this might happen, but facing that despair made the humiliation difficult to bear.


He was no help at all in this battle.


“Fortress Lord!”


As he watched Jaehwan begin to fall, a cold chill entered Karlton’s breath as well. His soul was rapidly growing cold from the World Force leaving his body.


Jaehwan’s gaze, fixed on him from afar, seemed to say:


‘Do not worry, Karlton.’


Long ago, Karlton had once seen the same look in Jaehwan’s eyes.


“Do not worry. No one will harm you here.”


A boy born between a Celestial and a human, then abandoned in 《Chaos》.


A hybrid, despised and scorned because he had nowhere to turn.


The one who saved Karlton was Aimel, the former Fortress Lord of Gorgon.


Reciting the inviolable Edicts that governed Gorgon, Aimel had said:


“At least in this fortress, that is justice.”


Karlton remembered the day he first received his word-command skill.


An invincible Edict that carried out justice.


With that Edict, Karlton defended Gorgon. He memorized the laws in an endless legal dictionary, acted as justice’s agent, and inherited Aimel’s spirit.


That was how he became Gorgon’s 「Silver Restraint」.


Justice saves souls, and law protects justice. Back then, he had thought that was enough.


But now Karlton wondered:


What were Edicts and justice worth?


Before his eyes, the man who represented the world’s most steadfast and unbending justice was collapsing.


Watching Jaehwan stagger through the sea of blood in 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, Karlton hated the incomprehensible World of the 《Tree of Illusion》. The invading cold consumed him, and Karlton slowly sank to the ground.


The legal dictionary he treasured slipped from his arms and rolled across the floor.


Karlton’s lips twisted.


The power he had trusted most was useless here.


No Edict could protect that man. No justice could fight that World.


Pages torn from the legal dictionary fluttered through the air in the wind. The letters of the laws broke apart one by one, and Karlton thought:


Why could Jaehwan’s life not be rewarded? Even someone who killed innocent people like that and deceived the world had opened a world. He had gained a belief powerful enough to open a World.


Then why did Jaehwan not even have Followers?


Why did no one believe in him?


At that moment, something flashed through Karlton’s mind.


No one believed in him?


Karlton rose as though he had lost his mind. Staggering toward Jaehwan, he pushed through the storm of blood and did not stop even as flying debris wounded his body.


Seeing him, Jaehwan warned him.


‘Do not come closer.’


A faint silver light flowed from Karlton’s body. Every moment he had struggled through, every piece of justice he had fought to protect, stirred within him.


Why had his Unique World never blossomed?


Karlton had always wondered. Even after entering the fourth stage of Awakening, he had still been unable to manifest his Unique World.


But at this moment, Karlton thought he finally understood what his Unique World was.


An Unique World awakened based on its manifestor’s ideals, influenced by their emotions.


For Cheongheo, it was the form of the martial world he longed for. For Maiad, it was the despairing landscape of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」.


Then what was Karlton’s ideal?


To find the answer, Karlton quietly closed his eyes.


A familiar scene appeared.


Whoooosh.


His vision cleared, revealing a fortress surrounded by enormous walls. It was the place where he had lived for so long.


A place where people had lost death, yet struggled desperately not to lose life.


A place where small lives protected small acts of justice.


It was neither grand nor great. Yet to Karlton, it was the most precious World of all.


Karlton slowly opened his eyes. Silver light shone within them.


Bright silver radiance spread outward, and behind Karlton, the entrance to a vast World opened.


The magnificent ramparts of the Outer Fortress stretched for hundreds of kilometers.


The emblems of Guardian Horned Beasts stood across its spires.


The Inner Fortress coiled within like a colossal beast.


In this World of the 《Tree of Illusion》, there were people who believed in Jaehwan more than anyone.


Sanctuary Manifestation.


「Fortress Gorgon」


Gorgon, one of the four great fortresses of 《Chaos》, appeared behind Karlton in the form of his Unique World.
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Following the massive construction project some time ago, Gorgon, now integrated with the central fortress 〈Carpe Diem〉, had become a colossal fortress with well over a billion souls.


The villages beyond the Outer Fortress had divided the central district among themselves, and a statue of Jaehwan raising a sword toward the sky stood at each village entrance.


It was no longer unusual in 《Chaos》 to find young souls in every village practicing Stabs before those statues, dreaming of becoming the next ‘Sole King.’


“One, two! One, two!”


The chant continued, followed by the trainees’ quiet whispers.


“Hey, how many Stabs did you do today?”


“Me? I think I did about a hundred thousand today alone.”


“You’re lying again.”


“I’m serious.”


“Hey, even if you didn’t eat or sleep and did one Stab every second, you couldn’t reach a hundred thousand. What, do you think you’re some novel protagonist who eats Plausibility for breakfast?”


“They say Jaehwan did it.”


“Are you Jaehwan?”


Grumbling chatter mingled with the instructors’ shouts. Then the chant resumed.


“Light Stab! Normal Stab! Hard Stab!”


Among the aspiring Stab users were trainees so immersed in Jaehwan that they shouted the names of techniques he was said to have used.


“What kind of name is Light Stab? He could’ve called it something cooler.”


“I heard the Divine Doctor of Despair named it.”


“No, I heard he just couldn’t be bothered to name it.”


The trainees’ complaints faded beneath the next series of shouted commands.


“World Stab! World Stab!”


That was when one of the trainees, repeatedly stabbing toward the sky, suddenly screamed.


“Uaaah?”


Everyone turned toward the trainee.


Trembling, the trainee shouted, “I-I did World Stab! The world just tore a little!”


“Huh?”


“What kind of nonsense are you talking about?”


Without another word, the trainee pointed at the sky.


The other trainees looked up and gasped. Their shock spread, soon swallowing the entire training ground. Even the instructors stood with their mouths hanging open as they stared upward.


“T-the sky...?”


The sky was splitting apart.


* * *


Yulhen, Chief Internal Administrator of Fortress 〈Carpe Diem〉, held their throbbing head and tapped their pen against the desk.


“It’s only a name. What is so important about a name?”


“It is important! A name is all we have left!”


Much time had passed since the four great fortresses of 《Chaos》 were united. Yet 《Chaos》 was still plagued by endless disputes, both large and small.


The scene in this conference room was a perfect example.


“It should be Gorgon Fortress.”


“No, Garuda.”


“Obviously, it should be Dryad.”


“M-Manticore cannot be left out either!”


Needless conflicts had arisen when the leadership of the four great fortresses merged into Fortress 〈Carpe Diem〉.


The recent proposal to change the fortress’s name had made the confrontation even fiercer.


“Doesn’t ‘Carpe Diem-Garuda’ sound better?”


“No, ‘Carpe Diem-Dryad’ sounds more elegant and impressive!”


“Um, ‘Carpe Diem-Manticore’...”


“What makes those who got beaten by Geumcheon Hall think they can join this discussion?”


Everyone agreed that Carpe Diem should be the fortress’s first name, but what followed was the problem. Each side insisted that the name of the fortress they had once lived in should be attached after Carpe Diem.


Watching the chaotic conference room, Yulhen let out a quiet sigh.


Taken individually, they were all good people. They believed in the ideals Jaehwan had left behind and had become Awakened Ones through long, devoted training in the Tower Jaehwan had left behind.


And it was not only them. Including first-stage Awakened Ones, Fortress Carpe Diem already possessed nearly a million Awakened Ones. A million Awakened Ones. It was a force that did not need to fear even ordinary Lords attacking together.


Yet the disappearance of external enemies also meant corruption was beginning to take root within the fortress.


Yulhen scratched the beard on their chin.


‘Things were better when the Fortress Lord was here.’


If Jaehwan had been there, everyone present would have been put through Stab punishment. Or perhaps he would have suddenly held a tournament over the fortress’s name.


Then, a few days later, he would have turned every participant to pulp by telling them all to attack him at once, leaving them unable to understand why he had held the tournament in the first place.


‘I miss him.’


A faint smile touched Yulhen’s lips.


They did not like violence or tyranny. Even so, Yulhen liked that fierce side of Jaehwan.


The world needed people like Jaehwan.


Yulhen looked at Cayman, who had been standing quietly beside them. As Carpe Diem’s Outer Chief Administrator and chief instructor, Cayman was now truly the strongest figure in 《Chaos》.


“Cayman, how about you step in at this point?”


“In what way?”


“Hmm. Like the Fortress Lord would.”


“Are you telling me to smash them all?”


“That is not quite what I mean...”


Yulhen considered how to convey their meaning more gently without losing their dignity.


“C-Chief Internal Administrator!”


Ministers with pale faces burst through the conference room doors. Yulhen realized something had happened. Whatever it was, it had to be more urgent than deciding the fortress’s name.


Looking almost relieved, Yulhen asked, “What happened?”


Instead of giving a report, the ministers threw open the curtains covering the windows.


Then.


“What in the world is that?”


Sighs and screams rose from all over the fortress.


Something like an enormous screen was appearing in the black, swirling sky.


“That is...”


Only after some time did people realize what they were seeing.


A world suited to the phrase 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. In that terrible world, a man was facing the sun.


The man was spilling silver blood. A man whose will would never break stood there. He drove his sword relentlessly toward the sun, as though he alone were fighting a star.


“That person is...”


They could not clearly tell what enemy he was fighting. Yet they could clearly feel the man’s desperation and pride.


“Ah...”


Some remembered his face, while others shed tears.


Some clutched their shoulders and trembled in joy.


Even those who did not know him recognized him.


There was not a single village without a statue of him.


“Jaehwan.”


Yulhen stared at the battle with their mouth open. There was no context to help them understand it, yet they knew.


That was an important battle. Important enough that they had to see it. That was why they were witnessing this scene, and why they had to witness it.


“Is that the 《Abyss》?”


“How could he possibly...”


“How can he fight an enemy like that?”


People murmured everywhere. Their thoughts were nearly identical. Yet none of them knew how to handle the despair in their hearts, or the heat rising in their chests.


A voice rang out through the air shortly afterward.


“It seems there is no longer a place called Gorgon.”


Yulhen knew whose welcome voice it was.


“Karlton. Is that you?”


After a brief pause, Karlton’s voice rang out again.


“The name does not matter. Please help us.”


The crowd stirred loudly at those words.


Help. But how?


A few people shouted toward the sky.


An answer came back.


“Please believe in Jaehwan.”


The people looked at one another.


“Believe in him?”


They stared at each other as though asking what that meant. But looking at one another could not give them an answer.


“Even if we believe in him, what are we supposed to do...?”


“Please. Give him your belief.”


Karlton could not hear their side of the conversation and only repeated the same words.


By then, the people of 《Chaos》 looked troubled as well. Giving belief was one thing, but how could mere belief help?


Still, rather than doubting Karlton’s words, some responded.


They were people without strength or possessions. People who had gained their own Unique Worlds through Awakening.


The souls who inherited Jaehwan’s legacy each raised a hand toward the sky.


The first to raise her hand was a woman.


“I believe.”


Mino raised her fist high and spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear, as though showing them how simple it was to find the courage, however embarrassing, to say that she believed in someone.


“I believe! I believe in you!”


A moment later, something like a silver thread suddenly flowed from her fist. The thread swayed like a tail, scattering silver dust as it soared high into the sky.


Startled, Mino let out a small cry.


No one explained it to her, but Mino understood what it was.


It fluttered its beautiful tail as it shot toward the sky.


It was flying toward Jaehwan, who was fighting far away.


It was strange.


‘Something like that still remained in me.’


Holding back tears that threatened to spill, Mino shouted.


“What are you all doing?”


Startled by Mino’s rebuke, people began raising their hands one after another.


Their voices followed.


“M-me too!”


“I believe!”


“I believe too!”


“I believe!”


Across all of Fortress 《Carpe Diem》, people raised their hands one after another. Silver threads rose into the sky.


It looked as though snowflakes were scattering upward.


It felt as though winter had suddenly arrived.


As though time were being rewound.


Or as though pure white snow were falling in reverse.


The people’s belief rose toward the sky. Faint silver particles flowed beyond the sky and into the 《Abyss》.


How much time passed?


Yulhen, who had been watching the scene outside the window, finally spoke.


“I’ve never offered a prayer before.”


The ministers had gathered by the window without anyone noticing.


Yulhen looked at each of them. The ministers who had avoided their gaze with embarrassed faces finally found the courage to look back at them.


Cayman nodded.


Yulhen smiled faintly.


They extended their hands toward the sky.


* * *


Jaehwan felt World Force warmly enveloping his entire body.


A confidence so complete that no attack could shake him rose within him.


The strength of those who believed in him.


Countless souls believed in what he believed and saw what he saw.


In the distance, Karlton was staggering as he struggled to remain standing.


‘He finally opened his Unique World.’


He had not expected it, but Gorgon.


It could not have been a more fitting Unique World for Karlton.


「Fortress Gorgon」


Through his Unique World, Karlton had opened a passage between the real 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》.


A massive portal wavered behind Karlton. Within it, the scenery of 《Chaos》 could be seen. Enormous masses of World Force flowed toward Jaehwan.


[What is this...]


Maiad’s voice was thick with shock.


[It cannot be... There is no way it can surpass the population of the Abyss.]


The density of the overflowing World Force made the Eighth Site swell as though it were about to burst.


Jaehwan looked down at his hand, which had glowed so brightly with silver that it had become silver itself.


This World Force was not coming from a single fortress. Souls throughout 《Chaos》 were sending World Force to Jaehwan.


‘Of course. There is no place with more people than 《Chaos》.’


No matter how many souls existed in the 《Abyss》, only the chosen could come there.


《Chaos》, on the other hand, was simply where the dead came. Naturally, there was no comparison in their number of souls.


Kwoooooo!


Maiad’s blazing flash rushed toward Jaehwan as though it would burn him alive, but not even a small scorch mark appeared on his body.


Jaehwan walked proudly through the world of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, a bitter smile passing across his lips.


‘Could I not do this alone?’


Mulack had said that the latter half of Awakening contained three stages of 「Creation」.


「Hypothesis」, which established one’s Unique World, was the first stage of that Creation.


Then what was the second stage?


Jaehwan felt that he finally knew the answer.


The fifth stage of Awakening.


「Proof」


A world that became reality at last because countless beings believed in it.


Jaehwan raised his sword high.


It was time to prove their belief, in every sense of the word.


The sky of the 《Abyss》, dyed by Maiad’s 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」, split apart. Red storm clouds burst open, revealing the black night sky of 「Fall」 between them.


A massive eye hung in that night sky.


The eye looked directly at Maiad.


As crows cawed, Maiad’s trembling Gigantes shook in fear.


Complete Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」.


Jaehwan’s Unique World, now a single ‘reality,’ ran wild.


One world was attacking another.


The enormous mouth of 「Fall」 swallowed 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」. 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 struggled in agony like a herbivore caught by a beast. Cracks spread through the sky, and earthquakes raced across the ground.


Amid pressure that felt as though his ego would burst apart, Jaehwan accumulated Stabs.


One, ten, one hundred, one thousand, ten thousand, one hundred thousand, one million, ten million...


One billion, ten billion, one hundred billion...


「Fall」, stretching forth through his Stabs, opened its mouth wide and ravenously devoured the blood-red world. With a grinding crunch, space itself screamed.


Kyaaaaaa!


At last, beyond numbers, the System of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 began to collapse.


The Three Divine Artifacts were shattered. Beyond the cockpit of 「Deus Ex Machina」, Maiad’s eyes were filled with despair.


Black rays poured from Jaehwan’s Dokbul. A flash that covered the entire 《Abyss》 dyed the night sky.


Those who had raised blades at one another, those who writhed in pain after losing their worlds, and those whose life force had been stolen after being betrayed by their worlds, for that moment, all of them forgot themselves and looked toward the sky.


An age was truly coming to an end.


Those who believed in 《Big Brother》 and those who called it a lie had no choice but to accept it this time.


So this was it. This time, it was real.


A red star was falling from the sky.
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“No one knows what Destruction is. None of us have lived beyond Destruction. So why are we afraid of something we have never experienced?”


―Naked Saint Runald


* * *


A year had passed since the red star fell. People no longer spoke of the ‘star.’


Instead, they spoke of the ‘eye.’ In the end, both words referred to the same thing, but there was a crucial difference.


A star and an eye were clearly not the same thing.


* * *


Recently, a single topic had taken over the 《Little Brother》 network in the 《Abyss》.


―What is 《Big Brother》?


Debates ranged from whether 《Big Brother》 truly existed to detailed testimonies about it.


The enthusiasm was so fervent that it was almost absurd for this unknown entity, which had ruled the 《Abyss》 for hundreds of thousands of years, to have only now become a subject of discussion.


These debates were most active in none other than 《Little Brother》’s live chat.


―Eleven Reasons Why 《Big Brother》 Exists

―What If 《Big Brother》 Does Not Exist?

―《Big Brother》 Must Exist

―God Slayer vs. 《Big Brother》

―...


Among them, videos presenting evidence related to 《Big Brother》 had become the main battlefield.


―Anonymous God 15321: Big Brother definitely exists. You can tell just by looking at the identification papers in the video. Big Brother issued them.


―Anonymous God 8264: It was revealed ages ago that the Fortress Lords of 《Chaos》 made those however they wanted.


―Anonymous God 624124: Then how do you explain the 《System》? The System is Big Brother’s Setting.


―Anonymous God 8264: There’s no way to prove that either. It’s just a rumor that’s been around for a long time.


―Anonymous God 55243: Then what about the Adapters of the 《Great Realm》? Big Brother’s Followers are alive and well, and now you’re going to deny their god?


―Anonymous God 8264: Those worthless Adapters say they’ve never seen their god either. They’ve never even heard its voice. How are you supposed to prove anything?


―Anonymous God 3581: Then what is this 《Little Brother》 network? It was said that Big Brother created this too!


―Anonymous God 8264: LOL. If 《Big Brother》 had really made 《Little Brother》, I’d have been censored by now.


―Anonymous God 3581: 8264 has been trolling this whole time. Don’t feed them. Who do you think you are, Jaehwan?


―Anonymous God 55243: 8264, you’ve been acting like you know everything. Why don’t you reveal your own divine name first?


―Anonymous God 624124: Judging by how they talk, they’re probably some ancient geezer god.


Insults continued for a while.


Then another message from Anonymous God 8264 appeared.


―Anonymous God 8264: Fine, I am an ancient geezer. I’ll personally prove that Big Brother doesn’t exist.


―Anonymous God 3581: ??????


―Anonymous God 55243: What the hell are you talking about?


[Anonymous God 8264 has changed their display name to ‘Master Swordsman.’]


Silence fell over the live chat.


Master Swordsman?


As far as the anonymous gods knew, there was only one person in all of 《Little Brother》 who would use a nickname like that.


―Master Swordsman: Hey, you bastard Big Brother! If you’re really alive, strike me with lightning or something!


―Anonymous God 3581: Are you insane??


―Anonymous God 624124: Grandpa, have you lost your mind???


Master Swordsman’s provocations continued for some time. They were so long-winded and flamboyant that the anonymous gods almost believed his insults had truly proven Big Brother’s absence.


Then, shortly afterward.


[Due to excessive profanity, ‘Master Swordsman’ has had speaking privileges revoked for ten minutes.]


A flood of consonants covered the network. Every message began with laughter and ended with laughter.


Master Swordsman grumbled, “Tch,” and closed the network window.


“What a rotten bunch.”


Brilliant sunlight streamed in as the network window closed.


Cheongheo let out a lazy yawn and sprawled out.


“This is a nice life.”


Recently, Cheongheo had developed a fondness for 《Little Brother》. He was enjoying a quiet day off in a hammock set up in the Outer Fortress.


The lively laughter of Followers passing beneath the walls drifted up to him.


Cheongheo passed the time watching the pretty maenads walking below.


No one came looking for him, and he did not go out of his way to look for anyone.


He had spent his days that way for about three months.


Three months. Nearly a hundred days, if counted precisely, but it did not feel especially long. Perhaps it was because peace had come after so long. He wanted to enjoy a little idleness, a little deliberate wandering.


Everyone had a period like that.


It might have been fair to say he had lost his goal.


The Cheongheo of today was very different from the Cheongheo who had first entered the 《Abyss》. The goal once set by the Abyss Expedition had lost its purpose.


They could return to Chaos with the 「Fruit」 if they truly wanted to, but the problem was what came after.


The 「Fruit」 was not a key that “restored life,” as the people of 《Chaos》 believed.


The 「Fruit」 was nothing more than a pass to the 《Great Realm》.


Now that it had become clear that the 《Great Realm》 were simply one Site among many, the fantasy of “real life” had vanished. The 「Fruit」 was only another deception about life.


And Cheongheo had an obligation to explain those facts to the people of 《Chaos》.


But how the hell was he supposed to explain that?


Was he supposed to tell them that the “real life” they had longed for was entirely a lie, and that the miserable life they had lived was actually “real life”?


Truth was always right.


But if that truth could destroy people, perhaps it was meant to be hidden. Perhaps they would live happier lives if they continued longing for “real life” forever without knowing the truth.


Besides, unlike before, was 《Chaos》 not a perfectly livable place now?


“This is giving me a headache.”


Frowning, Cheongheo picked apart the knots of his hammock one by one. Then he spotted a small white bird flying toward him from the distant sky.


It was a message from the Committee.


The Committee was the governing body that currently ruled the 《Abyss》.


It had been established by Yu Seolha after Maiad and 「Rupture」 fell. It was not an organization created to establish a new power base.


If anything, it was the opposite.


After the Committee’s founding, the political landscape of the 《Abyss》 changed completely.


One year since the ‘fall of the star.’


Many great changes had come to the Abyss during that time.


The greatest transformation was to the gods’ grade system.


When the Committee enforced mandatory welfare for Followers, the standards that divided gods into high-grade, mid-grade, and low-grade changed.


The old grade system had been based on the World Force gods possessed. Now, a god’s grade was based solely on their Followers’ happiness index.


Regardless of how much World Force a god possessed, the more Followers enjoyed happiness through their Unique Worlds, the higher that god’s grade became.


That was not all.


Followers were no longer bound to a single Unique World. Anyone could choose the Unique World they wanted and leave it whenever they wished. Some Followers even deliberately joined startup Unique Worlds, helping those worlds grow together.


It was the result of welfare policies centered on Followers.


At first, many gods resisted such demanding policies. Yet through the Committee’s active use of force, every god in the 《Abyss》 had eventually accepted the Committee’s will.


Naturally, even gods affiliated with the Committee were not exempt.


“Ugh. Is it already grade evaluation season?”


Cheongheo frowned as he read the message from the Committee.


Grade evaluation season.


It was the judgment period, introduced a year ago and held once every six months.


During this period, gods whose Followers’ happiness index fell below a certain level, or whose dissatisfaction index rose, would face penalties.


Cheongheo had already been punished harshly during the previous evaluation period. The maenads of his Unique World, 「martial world」, had reported Cheongheo’s 「Setting」 to the Committee.


“God. No... Grandpa. A 「Polygamy」 Setting...? Have you lost your mind? Your World Force grows stronger the more wives you have?”


After that incident, the number of maenads in 「martial world」 had dropped sharply. The backlash from the male Followers had also grown severe, leaving Cheongheo with a constant headache.


He had made the Setting in an attempt to reflect the Plausibility of a real 「martial world」, but it appeared to have been thoroughly outdated.


Once this evaluation period passed, he would have to accept his divine grade dropping from mid-grade to low-grade.


Seolha made such a strange system... Maybe I should go see her for the first time in a while.


Cheongheo rose from the hammock and stretched. As he looked at the clear, cloudless sky, Jaehwan’s face suddenly came to mind.


Come to think of it, he had not seen Jaehwan even once in the past few months.


Where could that bastard be?


Jaehwan had already remained in the 《Abyss》 for a full year.


Cheongheo did not know why Jaehwan, who had always done nothing but run forward, had settled down here. More accurately, Cheongheo had not bothered to ask.


Perhaps he had been afraid.


They were tired.


They knew an opponent called 《Big Brother》 still remained.


Yet, as Rupture Lord Maiad and Great Lord Jerome had claimed, 《Big Brother》 was an entity with no clear substance. Everyone spoke of 《Big Brother》, but no one knew what 《Big Brother》 was.


Was that why?


A part of Cheongheo wanted Jaehwan to give up here.


* * *


The Committee had gathered in the inner palace of 〈Edmund〉 for the first time in a long while.


Everyone had responsibilities of their own, so it was difficult to assemble like this outside grade evaluation season.


Yu Seolha examined the list of gods summoned to the Committee one by one.


They were all people who had risked their lives in the final war of the 《Abyss》.


But one familiar face was missing.


“He didn’t come again?”


At Yu Seolha’s question, Runald answered.


“You know Jaehwan-nim is always busy.”


“He thinks he’s the only one who’s busy? I’m so busy I could die too. It took so much effort to create this system. Why did we make it if he isn’t going to follow it?”


Everyone on the Committee fell silent at her icy tone. Yu Seolha was not someone to provoke when she was like this.


Yu Seolha slowly turned her head and looked over the Committee members as though they were pathetic, then promptly chose her next target.


“Master.”


“Uh, yeah?”


“You broke the Setting rules again, didn’t you? I told you last time, didn’t I? I told you not to make those kinds of Settings. You got criticized and removed 「Polygamy」, then this time you made 「One Husband, Three Wives」? Are you trying to mess with me?”


“Ahem. There was no helping it. As you know, Seolha, more than eighty percent of my Followers are men.”


“Don’t blame your Followers.”


“...”


Cheongheo groaned again. That problem had already been causing him enough trouble lately. For a world’s ecosystem to function properly, each species needed a balanced ratio between the sexes.


Runald asked, “Hm. So the problem is that there are lots of male Followers but no maenads?”


“Huh? Well, yes.”


“Then why not pair up the male Followers with each other? Or transform their souls... There are Settings that let people change genders these days. While we’re at it, why not just turn all the male Followers into women...”


Cheongheo blinked blankly at Runald’s shocking suggestion.


Come to think of it, that brat was Jaehwan’s Follower. Cheongheo tended to forget that.


Yu Seolha, who had been listening, sighed.


“Runald, stop talking nonsense and go bring Jaehwan here.”


“Why?”


“Do you really have to ask? Do you even know what grade Jaehwan is right now?”


Pushing aside Karlton, who was organizing documents nearby, Yu Seolha took a sheet of paper from the stack.


Everyone on the Committee focused on it.


A grade designation had been printed across the page in large, bold letters.


After a moment of silence, Runald spoke.


“Isn’t the grade designation wrong?”


“No. It’s accurate. This is that bastard’s current situation.”


“How can Jaehwan-nim be lowest-grade?”


“You can see it yourself.”


Everyone looked at the document.


+


Divine Name: Jaehwan

World Name: The World After the Fall

Number of Followers: 1

Follower Happiness Index: 1


Overall Grade: Lowest


+


Cheongheo clicked his tongue.


“Still just one?”


At Cheongheo’s words, everyone in the meeting room looked at that sole ‘one.’


Then that ‘one’ spoke.


“By the way, what exactly is the basis for calculating this happiness index? Since I’m the only Follower, I suppose you only counted me... but even so, why is the index only one?”


“Because the only Follower you have always talks like he’s depressed. How could someone who keeps having mental breakdowns all day, saying there’s an eyeball in the sky watching him, possibly look happy?”


At Cheongheo’s words, Runald closed his mouth as though he had swallowed honey.


“More importantly, that Jaehwan brat has somehow managed not to lose his divine rank until now. How did he survive the previous grade evaluation? Wasn’t it the rule that gods with a happiness index below ten lose their divine rank?”


Karlton answered.


“I opened 「Fortress Gorgon」 at that time. Whenever I use my Unique World, Jaehwan-nim’s number of Followers sharply increases for as long as the Unique World remains active.”


Karlton’s 「Fortress Gorgon」 was an ability that neutralized the boundary between 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》 for a brief moment.


Although 《Chaos》 had no concept of ‘gods,’ there were more than enough people who held a faithful belief in Jaehwan. So whenever Karlton opened his Unique World, Jaehwan’s Followers temporarily surged in number.


Cheongheo frowned.


“Isn’t that cheating?”


“Still, we cannot exactly strip Jaehwan-nim of his divine rank.”


“That’s true, but...”


“If necessary, I intend to do it again this time.”


Yu Seolha cut in with a frown.


“That won’t do. Jaehwan needs to receive a fair evaluation this time as well. We cannot keep giving him special treatment forever.”


“Do you mean to strip him of his divine rank?”


“Why would I do that? We’ll just make him complete volunteer hours or lecture him a little. While we’re at it, we can renovate his Unique World so he can increase his number of Followers. What matters is that he needs to follow the rules now too.”


A few Committee members nodded at Yu Seolha’s words.


She was right. A system was fairest when it created no exceptions. No matter how much Jaehwan was a hero of the 《Abyss》, giving him alone special treatment would inevitably provoke other gods one day.


In the end, everyone’s gaze naturally turned to Runald.


Runald, Jaehwan’s sole Follower. He was the only one who could exchange messages directly with Jaehwan.


“Runald, you know where Jaehwan is right now, don’t you?”


Runald was carefully studying the document Yu Seolha had handed him.


“Hey, what are you...?”


Runald’s gaze remained fixed on the words ‘Follower Happiness Index.’


Yu Seolha, who had been about to continue, fell silent. A sorrowful feeling passed through the eyes of those looking at Runald.


Some of them were staring at the prominent scar running from Runald’s shoulder.


Those who had fought in the Rupture War all knew what that scar was.


From his shoulder to his left thigh.


It was the mark left by an exploded soul. Runald’s soul had been damaged so severely at the time that calling it irreversible would not have been inaccurate. He had drawn completely upon the potential of his existence. The fact that he had survived at all was a miracle.


It was a wound that could never have healed without Jaehwan’s 「Cognitive Dissonance」 and Cheongheo’s devoted care.


If Runald had not been there then, the Seventh Site would have been finished.


Everyone here knew that.


It was nothing new, but the boy before them was a remarkable hero.


Someone who had given everything to kill one of the Great Lords.


The boy had earned the right to be ‘happy’ now.


“I don’t think you answered my question earlier.”


Perhaps everyone had become lost in their own thoughts. They did not immediately realize Runald had spoken.


Yu Seolha blinked belatedly.


“Hm? What question?”


“This.”


Pointing at the words ‘Follower Happiness Index: 1’ on the document, Runald continued.


“Who calculates this happiness index, and what exactly is it based on?”


“Ah, that was me...”


“You did it, Sis?”


“So what?”


“How dare you?”


Yu Seolha’s expression hardened.


The atmosphere had suddenly turned cold.


But Runald’s expression was even colder.


“How can anyone dare to judge another person’s happiness? How could you possibly measure something like that?”


“Hey, you.”


“How is this any different from the System?”


Yu Seolha, who had been about to speak, closed her mouth again.


“You’re all right. Jaehwan-nim’s world is incredibly depressing. When I stare at that eyeball hanging in the sky, I really do feel like I’m losing my mind. Sometimes I even want to die. But that doesn’t mean I’m unhappy.”


A few people let out quiet groans. They had not expected words like that from this young boy.


“I decide my own happiness. So if you intend to bind Jaehwan-nim with an excuse like this, stop.”


At that clear voice, a few Committee members looked moved.


But adult pride would not allow them to readily accept a child’s words. Every Committee member soon looked toward the adult who represented their pride.


Yu Seolha lightly bit her lip and opened her mouth.


“To create a world that is fair to everyone...”


Runald’s face twisted.


“Is that really why? Can you be sure?”


Yu Seolha could not answer immediately.


Runald abruptly rose from his seat and walked to the window. He pulled back the beige curtains and opened it wide.


Cold wind entered, chilling the meeting room.


The scent of the clear sky.


The meeting room’s window was broad, but not broad enough to hold the entire sky. There was always sky left unseen by them.


Looking at the square of sky cut out precisely by the window frame, Runald said, “Sis, you already know what Jaehwan is doing and where he is, don’t you?”


Yu Seolha did not answer.


Only the tremor in her eyes was an answer.


“You’re afraid.”


“...”


“We’re afraid. Afraid of learning something.”


Several people shivered in the cold wind.


There was not a single being on the Committee whose soul was weak enough to feel something as simple as cold.


Yet they were cold.


A sharp winter wind was blowing over the idleness brought by a year of rest.


“We just want to keep Jaehwan-nim tied down.”


* * *


Is this the place?


Jaehwan had come to the Muspelheim region, famous for being the hottest part of 〈Tropical Night〉, the Third Site of the 《Abyss》. He gauged the direction of the sky and slowly looked around.


“Are you sure we came to the right place? There’s really an entrance to that place in my Site?”


Having trained continuously over the past year, Karavan had inherited Ignis’s 「Setting」 and become the new god of the Third Site.


He was still nowhere near Ignis at the height of their power, but anyone who saw Karavan now could agree that he would become an excellent god.


“Yes.”


“Sometimes 「Fruit」 falls here, so I had wondered... Did you hear that from Maiad?”


“Something like that.”


Jaehwan looked up at the sky.


The enormous eye that had always watched him.


Its eyelid was slowly closing.


Jaehwan’s eyes narrowed in response.


“It will be time soon.”
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Jaehwan remembered the final battle from a year ago.


That day, after the World Force of 「Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood」 vanished and Maiad had exhausted their strength, Maiad admitted defeat.


Every part of 「Deus Ex Machina」 except its cockpit had been destroyed. It let out a warped metallic groan. Maiad lay slumped inside the cockpit, looking up at the sky.


Jaehwan spoke.


“Samyeong Garam, a Lord, warned me to be careful of you. He said you wouldn't sit still if you learned I'd opened Creation.”


Throughout the battle with Maiad, Jaehwan had thought about it. If he had come to the 《Abyss》 just a little sooner, if they could have met a few hundred years earlier, perhaps today's battle would never have happened. Maiad would not have needed to betray their ideals or despair over despair itself.


But that was a story that had never happened.


“Samyeong Garam... Right. There was a Lord by that name.”


Maiad remembered the name as well. Before giving up on 《Big Brother》, Maiad had surely met a Lord with that name.


A Lord who doubted the System despite being an Adapter.


How many different kinds of souls were there in this world?


Feeling the strength drain from their entire body, Maiad quietly looked up at the sky. Beyond the clearing red clouds of Mountain of Corpses, Sea of Blood lay Jaehwan's night sky.


Maiad reached toward it.


That sky they had wanted to touch so desperately, yet could never climb.


A massive eye now occupied the place where their ideals had once been. It was the ‘eye’ Jaehwan had always watched.


“127.”


“What?”


“The number of times I challenged that sky.”


Jaehwan could vaguely sense the depth of despair contained in that number.


Maiad had not given up on the sky for a long time. They had struggled and struggled to reach it, doing everything they possibly could.


But it had not worked. Existence could not defeat the System.


Maiad looked at Jaehwan. Their gaze held complicated emotions. Pity and sympathy, perhaps admiration and longing. Countless years drifted faintly across the surface of their eyes.


“Once every thousand days, the ‘star’ blinks. In your case, it is an ‘eye,’ so that would be when its eyelid closes. It is only a brief moment, but it should be enough time to climb that sky.”


Jaehwan realized what Maiad was saying.


Maiad continued speaking for a long time, and Jaehwan focused so he would not miss a single word.


“There is only one thing I can tell you. Beware of ‘time.’ Time is existence's greatest enemy.”


No one knew exactly what Maiad had been thinking in their final moments, after challenging 《Big Brother》 alone for thousands of years.


“But time like this is not so bad.”


Those were Maiad's final words before they closed their eyes.


Pure silver light covered the battlefield like winter snow.


* * *


A bleak winter wind blew.


Winter in the Abyss had begun a year ago.


According to the gods who used prophecy-type Settings, this winter was a temporary weather anomaly caused by excessive clashes of World Force.


“That ‘temporary’ weather has lasted a whole year already. Even Lady Minerva, the God of Fate, says she cannot predict this anomaly at all.”


Yoonhwan spoke as he watched the heavy snow falling over the 〈Muspelheim〉 region at the center of the Third Site.


Perhaps because of the boiling heat rising from the ground, the snow melted the instant it fell and seeped into the earth.


Yoonhwan watched the melting snow for a while before speaking again.


“Seoyul still hasn't recovered.”


“...”


“If you'd used Cognitive Dissonance, things might have been different...”


“I can't make everyone my Followers.”


Yoonhwan gave a bitter smile at that cold answer.


“Right. People have to learn how to stand on their own. I know that. But...”


“...”


“You know not everyone is like you.”


Jaehwan said nothing. He only looked up at the sky.


That alone was enough of an answer.


Yoonhwan quietly watched him, then turned around. Runald and Sirwen were looking their way. Seeing the expressions on their faces, Yoonhwan could guess what expression he himself was making.


Their gazes met, and Yoonhwan finally realized that he had to say it.


“Jaehwan. Are you going alone again?”


Jaehwan did not answer. He was deliberately refusing to answer.


Yoonhwan wondered if Jaehwan had changed like this because of him.


Back when they were in the 《Tower of Nightmares》, Jaehwan had not been like this. He had been brighter than he was now and had not hesitated to discuss things with his Allies.


But after people used the Stone of Regression, and the remaining Allies gradually dwindled one by one, Jaehwan had spoken less and less.


That had happened long ago.


Yoonhwan did not know what kind of life Jaehwan had lived after Yoonhwan fell from the Ninety-Eighth Floor. He could not understand even a fragment of the pain Jaehwan had endured.


Still, there was one thing even Yoonhwan knew.


Even if someone's personality changed, even if the way they spoke changed, some things did not.


For example, the essence of the man named Jaehwan.


“You're leaving today, aren't you?”


Without looking away, Jaehwan nodded.


The massive eye in the sky. Its eyelid was nearly closed now.


The eyelid lowered as if the eye were falling into a heavy sleep.


The deep shadow cast across the sky swayed with the movement of that eyelid.


Yoonhwan smiled bitterly.


“I've always followed in your footsteps. I thought that if I kept chasing you like that, someday I would be able to stand beside you.”


Jaehwan turned and looked at Yoonhwan.


Avoiding that gaze, Yoonhwan muttered, “I know. There are places I can't go, even if I want to. All I can do is cheer you on.”


“That is enough.”


“I know. But not everyone will think like I do.”


Jaehwan's eyebrow twitched, as if asking what he meant.


Yoonhwan continued.


“People are afraid. Of what you're trying to do.”


“They do not know what I am trying to do.”


“They're afraid because they don't know. The unknown is what people fear most.”


Yoonhwan's eyes trembled faintly.


“But they care about you too. They only show it differently. So don't resent them too much.”


The moment Yoonhwan finished speaking, a group of souls appeared beyond the horizon.


They were members of the Committee, led by Yu Seolha. Familiar souls stood among them, including Cheongheo and Karlton at the front. Minerva, the God of Fate. Martis, the God of Tomorrow. Manri Shintong and people from the Black Shop. Farther back stood Shiyu, the God of Aging, and the God of the Deep Sea Russell. A few steps away, Leader Eoduksi and Ethan Cart, the King of Crows, watched from a distance.


World Force filled the plains.


Sensing the strange mood around them, Yoonhwan spoke.


“They didn't come to say goodbye.”


In an instant, the Committee closed the distance. They spread out and quickly surrounded Jaehwan. An unsettling tension hung in the air, as though something could break out at any moment.


Yu Seolha spoke.


“Jaehwan, you can't go.”


“...”


The next moment, Yu Seolha did not know what had happened.


She remembered darkness gathering in the sky and the ground shifting beneath her feet. But she did not know why every member of the Committee, including herself, was kneeling on the ground.


No, perhaps saying she did not know was wrong.


Yu Seolha knew.


She knew stopping Jaehwan was impossible.


And she had known this day would come eventually.


Just now, Jaehwan had shown them that even if the whole 《Abyss》 came at him, they could not stop him now.


Still, she could not give up.


“You're going to meet 《Big Brother》, aren't you?”


Yu Seolha staggered to her feet.


“Yes.”


At Jaehwan's answer, some faces darkened, while others filled with sorrow. They were all people who had believed in Jaehwan, followed him, and climbed all the way here with him.


Jaehwan waved his hand and dismissed his Unique World. His Companions had been struggling under its pressure.


Once the air around them returned to normal, Yu Seolha caught her breath and spoke.


“You don't even know whether 《Big Brother》 truly exists. What you're trying to do may be completely pointless.”


“《Big Brother》 exists. You know that too.”


“Even if it does!”


Standing firmly in place, her voice sounded almost like a scream.


“When Maiad tried to create a new 《System》, it did not reveal itself. Even when all the Great Lords died, it did not appear!”


“That is true.”


“Are you even listening to me? Do you understand what that means?”


“...”


“Even if 《Big Brother》 exists, it does not care about this world at all.”


Yu Seolha had a point.


If 《Big Brother》 truly cared about what happened in the 《Abyss》, it would never have stood by and watched Maiad or Jaehwan. There was no god in the 《Abyss》 who would remain still while their Vicegerent died.


Yet 《Big Brother》 had watched all of it without intervening.


“We opened a new world. The 《Abyss》 has now become stronger than even the 《Great Realm》.”


Yu Seolha shouted as she looked around at her Companions.


“The 《Abyss》 no longer oppresses existence! Gods do not compete over World Force anymore. Do you know what that means? It means we can finally create a world where all existence can peacefully coexist. We do not need to defeat 《Big Brother》...”


Yu Seolha kept speaking.


She said hope could be found here, too. That Jaehwan's path was not the only right path. That there were still paths they had not found.


And then...


Yu Seolha's voice gradually grew quieter.


People looked at her with sympathy.


She knew, and so did they all. No matter what anyone here said, they could not stand proudly before that unwavering man.


After some time, Jaehwan finally spoke.


“Cultivation will continue.”


It sounded as though he were saying that humans would continue eating meals.


At his calm, flat tone, a few people lowered their eyes.


“The people of the 「Peripheral Worlds」 will pass through the Tower of Nightmares and come to the 《Tree of Illusion》. If they are fortunate, they will come to the 《Abyss》, but most will go to the 《Great Realm》. And those who die there will be imprisoned in 《Chaos》.”


“But...!”


“We cannot stop all of that.”


Yu Seolha could not immediately answer. Her mouth only opened and closed soundlessly.


“No matter how large the Committee becomes or how strong the 《Abyss》 grows, we cannot prevent that tragedy. The 《Abyss》 cannot stop ‘cultivation.’ If ‘cultivation’ disappears, the 《Abyss》 will eventually be destroyed as well.”


He was right.


No matter how powerful the 《Abyss》 became, no matter how much the Committee changed its policies, it could not solve the root of the problem. Yu Seolha knew that too.


“I can change it.”


As if he had read her thoughts, Jaehwan's words finally made Yu Seolha explode with frustration.


“That is something only you can say! You...”


Yu Seolha could not bring herself to say the rest.


You are the one trying to destroy this world.


You are the one trying to break this world without caring about anything else.


Words she could not say.


Even so, she realized that Jaehwan had heard them. Through her expression, her actions, and countless languages other than words, Jaehwan heard what she was saying. That was why the things she had not said were conveyed to him more clearly than any words she could have spoken.


Jaehwan silently looked at those words, endured them, and accepted them.


“I will go alone.”


Before that noble yet arrogant attitude, Yu Seolha felt ashamed.


Even so, she had to be cowardly. She had to be afraid. The lives of every soul, including her own, rested on her shoulders.


Suppose 《Big Brother》 truly existed, and Jaehwan went to meet it. That much was fine.


The problem was what came next.


What if Jaehwan provoked 《Big Brother》? What if an enraged 《Big Brother》 killed Jaehwan and descended to destroy the 《Abyss》?


Yu Seolha shook her head.


No. Perhaps that was not what she truly feared.


What she was really afraid of was...


“Seolha, let him go.”


It was Cheongheo's voice.


“If you want to hold him back, you will have to deal with me first.”


Cheongheo, who had stood with the Committee, stepped forward and stood with his back to Jaehwan.


Karlton came forward next.


“I feel the same.”


They were not the only ones.


Runald, Yoonhwan, and even Sirwen, the dream demon, all stood with their backs to Jaehwan and faced the Committee.


Yu Seolha staggered as strength left her body.


“I know what you are thinking. But now is the time to let him go.”


Without turning toward Jaehwan, Cheongheo spoke.


“Go, brat. Go and do whatever you want. Kill 《Big Brother》, destroy the 《System》, do whatever you want for once.”


“...”


“I am satisfied just to have come this far. I already owe much of my life to you. I could come this far because you were there.”


The Allies nodded.


They all had different thoughts and values, but it was something they all agreed on.


The Leader, who neither stopped Jaehwan nor defended him, spoke.


“The 《Abyss》 will remember you.”


Martis quietly sighed, while Minerva smiled in a way no one could read.


Manri Shintong took a dumpling from his pocket and pressed it into Jaehwan's hand.


“I do not care what happens to something like 《Big Brother》. Please come back and eat my dumplings again.”


A few people could not bear to watch and closed their eyes.


Jaehwan nodded silently.


No one said anything more, but everyone felt the depth of that silence.


Soon, complete darkness swept over the sky.


The massive eye in Jaehwan's world was closing.


In the blind spot created by the god's vanished gaze, Jaehwan stabbed toward the sky.


The darkness of the Abyss split apart, creating an enormous crack. Ominous energy flowed from the fissure, which looked like a black mouth.


It was unlike the boundary of the Abyss the Driver of 〈Metaverse〉 had broken through long ago, but Jaehwan knew it was an entrance that led upward.


White smoke soon flowed from the mouth, and translucent stairs appeared, climbing toward the sky.


A spiraling staircase leading to the end of the heavens.


Without waiting, Jaehwan stepped onto the stairs.


One step, then two.


Those standing with their backs to Jaehwan could not bring themselves to turn around. They only listened to the sound of his footsteps moving farther away.


The sound quickly faded.


At last, a few people who had been waiting turned around.


Jaehwan had already climbed halfway into the sky.


“That bastard is leaving without even saying goodbye.”


“He's never been the type to do that.”


Committee members and outsiders alike watched Jaehwan's back as he walked into the mouth of the sky.


Perhaps they thought it might be the last time they saw him. Some wiped at their eyes or sniffed as their noses stung.


Yoonhwan watched Jaehwan's retreating back too. It was the back he had always watched as he ran after him.


It grew smaller and smaller, until it finally became a single dot.


Standing before the black mouth, Jaehwan seemed to look back for a moment. As if reflecting on his long journey, or measuring the height of the distant tree he had climbed.


It was as though he were looking at his Companions, Yoonhwan, Cheongheo, Karlton, Runald, and Sirwen, and the 《Tree of Illusion》.


The mouth in the split sky gradually closed. Jaehwan's figure disappeared.


The eyelid in the sky rose again, and the world's darkness began to retreat.


A little later, the sky returned to normal. It was a calm sky, as though nothing had happened from the beginning.


Jaehwan was gone.


After moving his lips for a long time, Karlton muttered, “Do you think we did the right thing?”


No one answered.


Karlton had not been waiting for an answer, so he continued.


“To be honest, I thought the Fortress Lord would stop here. After he remained here for a full year, I wondered if he had finally given up.”


“I thought so too, at least a little.”


Cheongheo was the one who answered.


Karlton looked at him and asked, “What do you think will happen if the Fortress Lord defeats 《Big Brother》 and destroys the 《System》? Do you really think anything will change?”


“Everything may change, or nothing may change.”


Runald added, “The world may truly be destroyed.”


People let out quiet laughs.


Sirwen joined in.


“A joke we used to make may actually become reality. We really have become 「Harbingers of Destruction」. I should tell the craftsmen to stop making Towers already.”


“If destruction truly comes, I suppose that is what will happen. Then I should say it in advance too. Thank you, everyone, for everything.”


“Good. Should we go have a toast to destruction together?”


“That sounds nice. Are you paying today?”


“Let me come too!”


“Hmph. What is a little kid doing here?”


“I may look like a kid, but I am an adult!”


Soft laughter spread through the air.


People began walking.


Their overlapping shadows soon looked like a single mass.


Young and old alike, they all seemed to be supporting one another.


Watching them, Cheongheo thought:


Brat, I do not truly know whether 《Big Brother》 exists or not. But...


I hope you see this sight in your final moment.


“Old man! Hurry up!”


At the voice calling to him from afar, Cheongheo waved back.


He turned to Yu Seolha, who was still sitting on the ground.


“You should stop crying and get up too.”


Cheongheo helped Yu Seolha to her feet as she swallowed back her tears, then placed a hand on her shoulder.


The clear sky looked down on them.


Cheongheo smiled bitterly.


“It is too fine a day for destruction.”
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Jaehwan walked through the deep darkness.


He walked, and walked, and walked some more.


At times, he ran or swung Dokbul at empty space. At some point, he realized it was meaningless. Even pouring out World Force, walking, or running had become meaningless.


Nothing he did could let him escape this space.


Perhaps Jaehwan had realized that far too late.


An endless space of darkness.


Was this what the primordial universe had looked like?


When he first stepped into this space, Jaehwan had thought his goal was right before him.


There was only a little left. Once he met 《Big Brother》 and dealt with it, everything would end.


Perhaps it had not been Maiad who fell into the trap of “a little.”


Perhaps it had been Jaehwan.


No matter how far he walked, the darkness did not end.


Perfect darkness, where he could not distinguish front from back or left from right.


Within the pitch-black void, all that echoed were Jaehwan’s own footsteps and, now and then, his voice.


“Big Brother!”


He had called out like that before. He had searched for other souls too, just in case. Yet no one answered.


He was completely cut off from the outside.


Jaehwan knew that he was the only thing that existed in this vast space.


* * *


A month passed.


The only reason he could measure time at all was because he maintained his Unique World and used it to precisely track his own units of time.


Jaehwan drew in a breath, and dazzling World Force burst from his entire body.


Jaehwan Style, First Form.


「Constellation Rending」


Jaehwan’s Setting surged from Dokbul’s blade.


It was power that had torn apart even the space of the 《Abyss》. Jaehwan’s secret technique, strengthened further after reaching the fifth stage of Awakening, slashed straight through the empty darkness.


Yet the darkness only rippled faintly. Nothing changed.


‘As expected, it doesn’t work.’


He had even tried attacking with the power of 「Ouroboros」, but the darkness before him did not suffer the slightest damage. It was darkness with an almost microscopic density.


He had tried using every bit of 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 to analyze the components of this space, but even Jaehwan, who had proven his Unique World, could not determine what kind of “world” this darkness was.


It was as if his perception was still incapable of recognizing this vast darkness as a world.


A month passed that way.


At last, Jaehwan reached a conclusion.


There was no way out of this space.


The only possible method was to return the way he had come, but he had long forgotten the path he had taken.


Perhaps he could leave if he waited for the 《Abyss》 to “blink” once more...


‘But I can’t go back like that.’


How could he return to the 《Abyss》 after coming all this way?


It had never been a real option.


Then the only answer was to move forward. The problem was which direction counted as forward.


This was a place where he could not even guess where the “end” lay.


Jaehwan believed that this place had likely been created by 《Big Brother》. After all, 《Big Brother》 was probably the only being capable of creating somewhere so unusual.


Jaehwan walked wherever his feet took him. As always, it was the only path he could choose.


Another month passed that way.


“Is anyone there?”


It was embarrassing enough that he had spoken aloud. The fact that no one answered was even more painful.


Painful?


Jaehwan suddenly wondered if he had grown too soft.


He was used to solitude. In the 《Tower of Nightmares》, he had practiced Stabs alone for decades. No conversations, no communication, nothing but complete focus on Stab itself.


‘If I practiced Stabs like I did back then...’


He had considered it before.


He had already passed the stage where repeating simple Stabs would make him stronger, but one never knew. He had now reached the fifth stage of Awakening. The Stabs he practiced now would surely be different from the ones he had practiced back then.


Developing a Stab capable of tearing this space apart through endless practice was one possible answer.


Jaehwan decided to put himself at ease.


The fact that even he, who had completed 「Proof」, could not escape this darkness was solid evidence that 《Big Brother》 stood beyond it.


Jaehwan began practicing Stabs.


Once, twice, three times...


Unlike before, when he had used aura to repeat thousands of Stabs, each strike was precise and measured, filled with his soul.


Stabs that no longer cared about the number.


Stabs continued for their own sake.


Jaehwan focused every sense on the instant of each strike as he stabbed into empty space again and again.


* * *


Three years passed.


Scratching his now-shaggy hair, Jaehwan tossed Dokbul onto the ground.


There had been almost no progress in his Stabs. He had achieved some minor results, such as using World Force more efficiently or drawing out the power of 「Fall」 in a more refined form, but they were too insignificant to call achievements.


He had practiced Stabs for three whole years, and this was all he had gained.


‘Has it really been three years?’


His sense of time was slowly fading. Perhaps it was because he had remained in darkness for so long, or perhaps there was another reason.


‘The time multiplier is different.’


Jaehwan remembered the strange sensation from when he first entered this place. It had felt similar to the first time he entered the 《Tower of Nightmares》, where time was compressed to an extreme degree.


It felt as though he had fallen into a sea of time condensed at impossibly high density. The density was even greater than when the Tower of Nightmares’ time multiplier was set to its maximum.


Thousands of times, perhaps tens of thousands.


At this rate, the three years and two months he had spent here would barely amount to an instant by the 《Abyss》’s standards.


‘How did Maiad challenge this place 127 times?’


The fact that Maiad had survived despite failing 127 times meant they had found a way to return to the 《Abyss》.


‘Does an exit back to the 《Abyss》 appear if I wait long enough?’


Yet no matter how long he waited, no exit appeared.


At least, not over the past three years.


With a calm mind, Jaehwan reviewed the information Maiad had given him about 《Big Brother》.


‘Maiad said they had never seen 《Big Brother》.’


That meant Maiad had failed to advance beyond this darkness as well. They had given up right here.


Jaehwan steadied himself before boredom could take hold.


‘How did I train for two thousand years in 《Carpe Diem》?’


Thinking about it now, it was strange.


Back when he was in 《Chaos》, Jaehwan had practiced Stabs for what amounted to two thousand years. He had never truly felt as though he had spent “two thousand years,” but the time multiplier had been set so high that, according to the calculation, he had undoubtedly spent that much time.


Now that he was actually trapped in a space like this, he began to wonder whether that time multiplier had truly been real.


No matter how high it was, there was no way anyone could practice Stabs with a sound mind for two thousand years.


Jaehwan shook his head. This was no time for such idle thoughts. It was better to perform even one more Stab.


This was the only way out of this space.


* * *


Ten years passed.


Jaehwan was no longer unfamiliar with the darkness.


His senses, sharpened through relentless training, had evolved to the point where he could see the world within the darkness as clearly as in broad daylight.


Still, he could not see the end of this space.


He felt like Achilles in Zeno’s paradox.


This space was, in other words, the universe itself. As his 「Doubt」 and 「Understanding」 grew, so did the universe’s expanse.


It was the first time he had faced a wall like this.


No matter what he did, it felt as though he would never reach the end of this world. That helpless uncertainty made Jaehwan lonely.


Loneliness.


For the first time in a while, Jaehwan thought deeply about that emotion.


When he trained in 《Carpe Diem》, he could at least see Cayman and Cheongheo. Teaching them as they trained had fulfilled some of his human needs as well.


But not here.


Perhaps he truly had grown weaker. As he saved so many souls and fought, then defeated countless enemies, perhaps the fragile human within him had quietly grown this much.


Swish.


Dokbul’s blade cut through empty space.


Listening to that sound, Jaehwan felt anew that he was alone.


Whenever he let himself drift in the symphony of those sounds, memories floated endlessly through his mind.


He thought of those he had met while traveling through the 《Abyss》. He remembered the names of people from whom he had drifted apart without even getting to say a proper goodbye.


Memories of Andersen and Runald.


「You’ll definitely become a good god.」


「Do you think I can become like you someday, Jaehwan?」


Martis and Minerva, with whom he had climbed 〈Metaverse〉.


「I’m still practicing the Stab you taught me.」


「You got a little irritated when I called you a ‘beginner,’ didn’t you?」


The Leader and Ethan, whom he had met as enemies but fought beside.


「I’m letting you go first for now, but someday I’ll challenge the end of the Abyss too. Go on ahead and wait for me.」


「Perhaps our five hundred years had meaning because of you.」


Cheongheo and Karlton.


「Brat. Cut every now and then too. You need a balanced diet.」


「Fortress Lord, you can return whenever things become difficult.」


Sirwen, the dream demon.


「I’ll wait.」


Yulhen, Gorgon’s Chief Internal Administrator, and the people of 《Chaos》. The Hall Masters, including Cayman.


Memories of Mino came to him as well.


「You don’t look like a ‘human.’」


Whenever the memories exhausted him, he sometimes spent time slowly savoring the 「Record of the Abyss」 Mulack had left behind.


Even in Mulack’s memories, he could find no record of this “space.” The 「Record of the Abyss」 held Mulack’s memories only up until just before the challenge to 《Big Brother》. As the title suggested, they were records confined to the “Abyss.”


Still, one thing seemed certain.


Mulack had met 《Big Brother》.


Mulack had clearly broken through this space.


Jaehwan did not know what happened afterward, but there was no doubt that this path was the surest way to meet 《Big Brother》.


Sometimes, memories of his life on Earth surfaced too. There was not much worth remembering, but it was not as though he had no memories at all.


For example, memories of his parents.


Jaehwan had not been especially close to either of them. His father had always valued work over family, and worked so hard that he met another woman at work and started a new family with her.


He had not had many chances to speak with his mother either. In Jaehwan’s memories, she was always busy, either out at work or asleep from exhaustion.


Jaehwan had not been raised by his parents.


He had been raised by the sea of the internet and anonymous people. By hundreds of books, then hundreds of films and hundreds of comics, countless pieces of content, and himself.


「The Little Prince said, “What is essential is invisible to the eye.”」


There was also a scene that came to him whenever he closed his eyes.


A distant, aching voice. A voice that seemed to rise from the foundation of his memories, or from the primordial sea.


A story from before Jaehwan’s “world” had been completed, before his parents divorced, when everything had been peaceful.


「Then what happens to the world the Little Prince leaves behind?」


「The world the Little Prince leaves behind...」


Jaehwan sometimes thought that might have been his mother’s voice.


What was she doing now? Was she still alive?


Thinking of his mother’s voice, now faded and faint, Jaehwan quietly fell asleep.


* * *


Fifty years passed.


It was absurd. Fifty years.


Could fifty years really pass by so easily? On Earth, it would have been nearly a lifetime.


Yet it had undoubtedly been fifty years.


It did not feel real, but Jaehwan’s Unique World told him so.


You have spent fifty years.


His Stabs still showed no improvement, nor had any other Settings changed much.


Still, there had been a subtle change in Jaehwan’s routine.


In a space without day or night, he divided time into arbitrary twenty-four-hour periods. For eighteen hours each day, he repeated Stabs. For five hours, he sat and meditated.


Then he slept for one hour.


He did not need sleep, but he slept anyway. Even a brief nap that clouded his awareness helped him endure the long years.


One day, Jaehwan suddenly opened his eyes while sitting cross-legged in meditation.


The urge to say something rose within him. At the same time, he did not want to speak to something like this.


But he also felt that if he did not speak to even something like this, he might lose his mind.


“Hey.”


At Jaehwan’s quiet voice, he heard something squirm.


The sound did not come from beyond the darkness.


It came from very close by, right beside Jaehwan.


“Open your mouth before I break you.”


At those words, something trembled with a low hum. It seemed afraid, or perhaps it was struggling with something.


After a moment, as if it had made up its mind, it opened its mouth in Jaehwan’s grip with a crack.


[Have you been well?]


It was the first time Dokbul had spoken.
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A noisy voice echoed through the darkness.


It came pouring out like a waterfall, as if it were spilling words it had held back for thousands of years.


Remarkably, that voice was oozing from the mouth of a blackened sword.


[If you'd listened to me from the beginning, none of this would've happened.]


“...”


[What do you mean, Big Brother this and Big Brother that? What are you planning to do by smashing the System? Will anything come of it for you, Jaehwan-ssi? Will your lost youth return? It would be one thing if everyone desperately wanted it, but you saw their faces too, didn't you? Every last one of them looked uneasy. They aren't saying it, but by now, they're probably terrified out of their minds. That martial world fanatic old man and that Celestial pretty boy too, they must be losing sleep because they're afraid Jaehwan-ssi will really destroy this world. Well, not that world destruction is the issue at the moment. At this rate, Jaehwan-ssi is more likely to wither away first.]


It had been like this then, and it was like this now. The sword certainly had a way with words.


Jaehwan regretted speaking to it for no reason.


[Anyway, I feel so sorry for Jaehwan-ssi that I could cry.]


“You don't have eyes.”


[That's a figure of speech. How could a sword shed tears?]


A loud growling sound rang out, then the voice continued.


[Anyway, to continue, how is it that everyone knows this except Jaehwan-ssi? If you'd advanced into the 《Great Realm》 as I told you to back then, you would have become the strongest Great Lord by now. You could've ended the wars of the 《Great Realm》 and lived with absolute power at your command. But look at the state you're in. Right now, Jaehwan-ssi is...]


As he blankly listened to the lecture, Jaehwan recalled the sword's name.


Beastrein.


That was right. It definitely had a name like that.


The Cultivator he had met on the hundredth floor of the Tower of Nightmares. The one with a lion's head, dressed in a black suit, with some grand nickname like Gentleman of Mockery.


Thinking back on it now, it was ridiculous. Judging by its combat strength at the time, it had only been about as strong as a Third Adapter, yet it had carried such an extravagant title.


[What is it? Why are you suddenly laughing?]


“Nothing.”


When the sword had suddenly begun evolving right after he destroyed the Tower, and when Meikal at the workshop 〈Twilight Dusk〉 had said it seemed to contain the soul of a higher species, Jaehwan had vaguely expected something like this.


Both the fact that the ordinary sword had suddenly undergone a Great Evolution and that it had happened precisely as he left the Tower had been suspicious.


Still, all Jaehwan had possessed then was suspicion, and Dokbul could only express itself by humming and whining.


Jaehwan had fought every battle alongside this sword.


It had been with him when he first left the Tower, and now it was with him as he faced 《Big Brother》. Even Jaehwan, who was not one for sentiment, felt something strange at that.


“You haven't changed at all.”


[What do you mean, I haven't changed? How can you say that to someone whose entire demon life was ruined because of you? Look at the state I'm in!]


Had he heard something like that right after leaving the Tower, he would have snapped the sword in half on the spot.


But Jaehwan had changed a little since then, and Dokbul was still a useful sword.


[What are you smiling about? Huh?]


Jaehwan knew now.


This demon had paid for some of its sins. Trapped within that stifling hunk of metal, it had come this far with him despite nearly breaking countless times, despite becoming chipped and worn.


“You've been through a lot.”


Dokbul's voice quieted with a low growl.


[It has been...]


The sword's mouth moved uncertainly. Had it been human, one might have described it as its lips twitching.


[It has been a lot.]


Because it was Beastrein, Jaehwan could keenly feel the weight in those words.


Everything since meeting Jaehwan had been a chain of astonishing events for Beastrein.


Before coiling within the Ice Dragon Sword and before gaining the name Dokbul, it had been no more than an ordinary Cultivator.


A powerless mid-level demon, oppressed by Lords who were harvesters.


Beastrein, Gentleman of Mockery, ranked 8,152nd among demons.


At most, Beastrein had hoped to become an official cultivator, or accumulate enough merit through endless cultivation and Molts to become a god.


That was only if luck was on its side. No one knew when or how an accident might happen and kill it.


Yet Beastrein had become Jaehwan's sword and confronted those terrifying transcendent beings. It had killed Lords whose names alone were frightening to utter, and slaughtered gods it had once feared even speaking with.


It was a pleasure it could never have known while living under the 《System》.


Defeating Great Lord Jerome had been the best of all.


The moment it ripped apart the mouth of Jerome, who had ignored and oppressed Cultivators, was something Beastrein would never forget until its soul extinction...


“Hey.”


[Y-yes?]


Beastrein, deep in thought, made the blade tremble.


“Do you still think I should've joined the Main Game?”


Beastrein remained silent for a long time at the unexpected question.


Dokbul only gave off a low hum, as though it refused to admit the answer.


Listening to it, Jaehwan remembered Maiad's warning to be wary of time. Even this demon had changed so much. Time truly was frightening.


Nothing in the world remained unchanged.


Whether the change was for better or worse.


* * *


Never mind.


Perhaps there were things that did not change after all.


[But why are you trying to meet 《Big Brother》, Jaehwan-nim? Justice? Conscience? Don't tell me it's for such a stale reason.]


As he listened to Beastrein's lecture, which had already continued for five hours, Jaehwan kept his eyes shut and frowned.


[What does justice give you? Conscience? Those things exist to be sold. To begin with, justice and conscience can be changed to suit anyone's tastes. In one world, abandoning your parents before they grow old and die is justice. In another, lending your wife to a friend is conscience. So what justice or conscience is there? They're all illusions. They are concepts created by human standards.]


According to Beastrein, it had gained the ability to speak during the year Jaehwan had spent in the 《Abyss》.


As World Force accumulated, Dokbul underwent repeated Great Evolutions. Its mouth could now be used not only for devouring, but also for speech.


The problem was that the timing had never felt right.


It would have been strange for it to suddenly begin talking after staying silent all that time. It was also afraid that Jaehwan might split it in two if it opened its mouth carelessly.


While it watched for an opportunity and let time pass, Jaehwan entered the darkness of time and space, and another fifty years went by.


Beastrein had even forgotten that it could speak again. If Jaehwan had not spoken to it first, it said it might have forgotten how to answer forever.


After hearing all that, Jaehwan felt a little sorry for Beastrein and allowed it to talk as much as it liked.


This was the result.


“Have you talked through fifty years' worth yet?”


[Not even close.]


The stories were tedious, but Beastrein's presence still helped Jaehwan.


At least Jaehwan was no longer alone.


Whether it was pointless chatter or the demon's hastily made-up nonsense philosophy, it was certainly better than silence.


Of course, some of that nonsense was difficult to endure.


[This world is simple. As long as you eat well and live well on your own, you've won. Why not go back even now? You could reign as the King of the 《Abyss》.]


“You're still saying that?”


[W-well, isn't it because I'm worried about you, Jaehwan-ssi? We've grown close over all this time, and you're someone who can easily take the comfortable path, so why...]


Jaehwan thought that was utter nonsense.


“You're afraid you'll break while fighting 《Big Brother》.”


[...]


At times, it was so simple that Jaehwan could see straight through it.


“No one knows what 《Big Brother》 is, right? Then why are you so afraid?”


[Isn't that precisely why I'm afraid? It has an Unique World this vast, yet its identity is unclear, and we don't even know what it looks like.]


Jaehwan silently listened to Beastrein. He was curious what 《Big Brother》 looked like through the eyes of Cultivators.


[The group that manages the cultivation of all 「Peripheral Worlds」. That is what Cultivators believe 《Big Brother》 to be.]


“A group?”


[That is what I thought. Managing dimensions in such enormous numbers and approving cultivation would be impossible unless it were a massive organization. The gods of the 《Abyss》 seemed to think differently, though...]


“I heard there are also people among you called official cultivators. Don't they know about 《Big Brother》 either?”


[Official cultivators are still only Cultivators. They are said to belong to 《Big Brother》, but they only receive subcontracted work. They don't know what 《Big Brother》 is either.]


“If they receive subcontracted work, they must be able to contact 《Big Brother》.”


Jaehwan wondered why he had not thought of that until now.


If demons could contact 《Big Brother》 for cultivation, could he not use that in reverse to learn information about 《Big Brother》?


[Subcontracted work simply comes through the 《Little Brother》 System. Even if I send a message, I won't receive a private reply. To begin with, calling it a message is not quite accurate.]


“What do you mean?”


[You don't send a message to a particular person. You select a cultivation Area and request approval, then only receive an answer on whether it is approved. Private messages cannot be written at all.]


“Is it the same for official cultivators?”


[It is. I heard they are assigned cultivation sites in the form of quests.]


Jaehwan thought he understood.


In the end, 《Big Brother》 blocked every means of communication.


It was not a great discovery, but it was still better than knowing nothing. At least it proved that what Jaehwan had done so far had not been pointless.


There was definitely something above, and it was managing cultivation.


That alone was enough reason for Jaehwan to continue climbing.


After watching him for a while, Beastrein made the blade growl and asked,


[I am more curious about what you think, Jaehwan-ssi. Don't you have any guesses about 《Big Brother》? As an Awakened One, you are in a better position than I am to gather information. You also know about the Three Ancient Gods...]


“I have a guess.”


[Really? Could you perhaps tell me...]


“For now, it is only a guess. And in my current situation, 《Big Brother》's identity is not particularly important.”


[What? Why not?]


“The important thing right now is whether I can escape this space.”


Beastrein understood.


They had been trapped in this space for fifty years already.


It was a space presumed to have been made by 《Big Brother》. No matter who or what 《Big Brother》 was, they could not confront or defeat it until they escaped.


“There is still plenty of time. So I'm not worried.”


Jaehwan rolled his shoulders once, picked up Dokbul, and began practicing Stabs into the empty air.


[Could you at least swing me a little more gently? I'm dizzy. I've always wanted to say...]


Ignoring it, Jaehwan repeated the Stabs. Dokbul's mouth jutted out in a pout.


Stabbing, stabbing, and stabbing again.


The movements repeated as if he could keep stabbing forever. Or as if he meant to pierce through all this darkness one day.


Dokbul's mouth made a grating sound. In human terms, it might have been described as Beastrein curling its lips into a faint smile.


Feeling the trails of darkness wrapping around its whole body, Beastrein thought,


This human would never give up.


He had been the same in the Tower. Even when everyone gave up on clearing it, even when every being abandoned the present, Jaehwan did not retreat.


As though the ground beneath his feet was the whole world, he did not take even one step back.


But this time, his opponent was not a Cultivator of the Tower. It was the ruler of this world.


Could he protect his convictions this time as well?


Beastrein shivered lightly, and black flames dripped from its mouth.


[A demon only gets one life. Can a demon die once, then die again? Let's do this.]


Beastrein would come to regret that resolve after an unimaginably long time had passed.


At that moment, Beastrein did not know that this world held something more terrifying than death.


Nor did it know that the trial before Jaehwan could not be overcome through effort alone.


* * *


Stabbing and stabbing again.


Talking.


Then stabbing again.


Talking once more.


Jaehwan's Stabs continued to improve, while Dokbul grew sharper.


They spoke of many things. So many things that the divide between their species, and the hatred between Cultivator and Product, gradually began to fade.


They rejoiced over trivial things and quarreled over small ones.


They endured the passage of time.


And nothing changed.


Even so, they repeated that routine.


They told the same stories again and performed the same Stabs again.


The days when they said nothing at all grew more frequent, but they still did not give up.


And two hundred thousand years passed.
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“Hey. Are you alive?”


[Yes. For now.]


“Am I alive too?”


[You are very much alive.]


This was a joke Jaehwan and Beastrein had made up. They had created it 28,765 years ago, but they could not think of anything more useful, so they kept using the same joke.


[Am I still not broken?]


“You’re not broken.”


[Though I do feel like I’ll break soon.]


“Yeah. I feel like I’ll die soon too.”


After answering, Jaehwan drew a long line through the air. Another small hairline crack appeared in his Unique World. Hairline cracks of different kinds densely filled the space of his Unique World.


There were 9,624 cracks of the same kind as the one Jaehwan had just made.


It meant they had repeated that same conversation 9,624 times.


[How about we drop the formal speech for once?]


“You still have something to say after doing that for two hundred thousand years?”


[Are we doing it or not?]


“Fine.”


As if it had been waiting, Beastrein poured out a flood of words.


[Hey, Jaehwan. I’m your senior by 784 years, so let me tell you something. You can’t do this to me. Huh? Huh? You... goddamn... bastard... What the hell is this? Huh? Just kill me, you bastard!]


Was this the 654th time they had had this conversation?


Without a word, Jaehwan drew another hairline crack in the air.


“I spent around two thousand years inside the tower I made while I was in 《Chaos》. So when it comes to life experience, I could be considered your senior.”


[I was in that tower too, you know?]


“Were you?”


[And you were not in that tower for two thousand years. At most, it was a few hundred years.]


Jaehwan’s hand stopped as he drew another crack. Then he drew a crack of a new color in the air. It meant this was a new kind of conversation.


“How do you know that?”


[I’m a demon. How could I not know? It looks like you made that tower with that human Apprentice. As far as I know, there is a limit to the time multiplier that can be amplified through the 《Tower of Nightmares》. One thing is certain, it was not two thousand years. You probably felt as though you had lived for two thousand years because your mind believed it had been two thousand years.]


“I thought so.”


Thinking back, his sense of time inside that tower had been somewhat confused.


Once a time multiplier exceeded a certain point, it became difficult to calculate. The two thousand years had only been true under the assumption that the Tower of Nightmares’ design was accurate.


“Then perhaps this place too...”


[No. Two hundred thousand years have definitely passed here.]


“I thought so.”


[Yeah, you idiot. Look at that clock.]


Jaehwan silently looked at the ‘clock’ hanging in his Unique World.


200,001 years, 113 days, 11 hours, 27 minutes, 39 seconds... 40 seconds...


He had created the 「Part」 shortly after the first 150 years, when he had grown tired of counting time himself.


The clock was not the only 「Part」 Jaehwan had made. He had also made Parts that resembled a television and a bed.


Of course, since this was a place where he could not use 《Little Brother》, every memory shown on the television came from Jaehwan himself.


On the screen, Jaehwan was fighting the Ice Dragon King on the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower of Nightmares.


[That was fun, wasn’t it?]


“...”


[If you could go back, would you? If you could return to that time...]


“Playtime is over.”


[Yes, sir.]


The television screen went dark, and darkness returned.


Lying in the silence, Jaehwan muttered, “I sometimes think this.”


[What do you think, sir?]


“What if I’m still trapped inside the Tower?”


Beastrein silently listened. A thick, deep darkness clung to Jaehwan’s voice.


“I used the Stone of Regression with my other Companions on the seventy-seventh floor of the Tower. Then I fell into a dream world created by a Dream Demon, and I’m still struggling in it now. In truth, 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》 are worlds I created. And you’re watching me from the hundredth floor of the Tower.”


Beastrein laughed weakly.


[That is right. Jaehwan pathetically used the Stone of Regression back then. That is why you are still wandering through a dream.]


“I thought so.”


[Could you stop saying, ‘I thought so’?]


Jaehwan did not answer. Instead, he added another crack to the air. This made the forty-second time they had had this conversation. The count was still relatively low.


[But you don’t like things like that, do you?]


“What?”


[Counting numbers. I thought you hated numbers.]


Jaehwan’s hand, suspended in the air, drifted without knowing where to go.


“I did.”


He had.


He hated levels, loathed statuses, and even despised numbers themselves. Yet now he was counting numbers to survive each day.


Maybe the 《System》 was not at fault.


It was like that worn-out argument about money. Maybe people who used it badly were bad, while the System itself had done nothing wrong.


Then why was he here?


Jaehwan spoke in a strangely hollow voice.


“It has been too long.”


[It has.]


“Maybe that is why I became like this.”


[Do you want to give up?]


“Not yet.”


Even so, Jaehwan had not given up yet. If anything, he steeled himself at the start of every day so he would not give up. He had done that without missing a single day over the past two hundred thousand years. It was a length of time he could not endure without renewing that resolve.


What if this had been Earth? What if it had been 《Chaos》, or even the 《Abyss》?


Would two hundred thousand years have felt this long even then?


During those two hundred thousand years, there had been two chances to escape this space.


The first was one hundred years after he entered it.


The second was after ten thousand years.


Jaehwan suspected an ‘exit’ opened whenever the time branch reached certain multiples.


The problem was that the exit did not lead toward 《Big Brother》.


It led back to the 《Abyss》.


Looking at the view beyond the exit, Jaehwan could estimate the time multiplier between this place and the 《Abyss》. Astonishingly, not even a full day had passed in the Abyss while two hundred thousand years had passed here.


When the exit first opened, Jaehwan had been able to see the backs of his Companions moving away through the opening.


Because of the enormous difference in time multipliers, his Allies’ retreating figures looked like a frozen photograph.


It was the sight of them turning away after seeing him off.


Watching them, Jaehwan swallowed the emotion rising in his throat.


He could return to that world whenever he wanted.


At that moment, Jaehwan understood why Maiad had been doomed to fail. He also understood Maiad’s warning to be careful of time.


What had Maiad thought as they endured each day after challenging this place 127 times?


“I should sleep for a while.”


Jaehwan spoke as he silently drew another crack.


Beastrein answered.


[You should. But no more than one hour.]


Perhaps Jaehwan had already fallen asleep, because there was no response. In the silence, only Dokbul’s low hum eased Jaehwan’s loneliness.


* * *


One million years passed.


His intermittent Stab training continued, but he had abandoned any proper routine long ago.


Beastrein’s nagging could sometimes be heard. Jaehwan answered at times and remained silent at others. Long silences stretched on.


A few days earlier, when another passage to the 《Abyss》 had opened, Jaehwan and Beastrein had fought bitterly. Jaehwan had refused to yield in the end.


The exit home closed.


By their calculations, at least another ninety-nine million years would need to pass before the next exit opened.


[Jaehwan. I have reached my limit.]


There was a limit to the amount of time a being could endure. No one knew exactly what that limit was, because there were almost no beings who had lived for such a length of time.


But Beastrein now knew.


Beastrein had reached that limit.


[I think I will enter Dormancy for a while.]


Dormancy.


Jaehwan had already heard about the ability demons possessed. Beings who lived for ages sometimes fell into long sleeps to preserve their identities, and the dormancy demons possessed was one kind of such sleep.


“What am I supposed to do, then?”


[Heh heh. Jaehwan must take care of himself.]


“You’re a cold bastard.”


[Where would a damn demon’s true nature go?]


Beastrein spoke that way, but did not sound comfortable.


[If you put your mind to it, you could do it too. You could make something like Dormancy through a Setting...]


“If I fall completely asleep, there is no point. Besides, Dormancy is a sleep where you do not know when you will wake.”


[That is true...]


Jaehwan had not come to this space to sleep. Somehow, he had to find a new way to reach 《Big Brother》.


[Jaehwan truly is remarkable. I hope you continue living until I wake again.]


“Okay.”


[After you have thought you might die around one hundred thousand times, if you begin thinking that you truly cannot endure any longer, wake me up.]


“Get lost already.”


Beastrein did not answer.


* * *


In the year 1,300,000, Jaehwan stopped practicing Stabs.


Instead, he began studying 「Settings」. If even the strongest Stab in history could not pierce this space, then 「Settings」 were the only answer.


He analyzed and dismantled basic Settings one by one, whether they belonged to the enhancement, manipulation, or law categories.


Advancing while understanding every law contained in each 「Setting」 required tremendous effort, but Jaehwan had an abundance of time and an indomitable will.


And so, Jaehwan gradually came to understand the gods’ 「Settings」.


* * *


In the 1,500,000th year, Jaehwan began to doubt his own intelligence.


He had created countless 「Settings」 and reproduced astonishing 「Parts」. His knowledge of Settings now surpassed even the Three Ancient Gods. One and a half million years was enough time to achieve such things.


There would not be a god in the entire 《Abyss》 who knew more Settings than he did.


He had even succeeded in repairing the broken 「Deus Ex Machina」 to some degree, and through 「Gestalt’s Eye」, he learned how to resist the time density.


That was not all.


He could now split 「Void Sword」 into more than ten swords and wield them.


But he failed to establish contact with Catastrophe through Void Sword. Perhaps because of the excessive time density, communication with every zone, including the 《Abyss》, was blocked within this space.


Jaehwan unleashed 「Fall」 from ten Void Swords at once. The Void Swords cleaved through the darkness with terrifying force, but they ultimately failed to open another dimension.


It still would not work.


Darkness that could not be broken by 「Deus Ex Machina」, 「Gestalt’s Eye」, or even 「Void Sword」.


Even Jaehwan, who had mastered countless Settings, could not discover the nature of this space.


Still, he had a few guesses.


‘This space is related to the final stage of Awakening.’


Otherwise, it made no sense that Jaehwan, who had achieved 「Proof」, could not interfere with it.


And there was one more possibility.


‘Perhaps the 《Tower of Nightmares》 was created based on this place.’


Jaehwan gently brushed the fine particles of darkness at his fingertips and thought about the Dream Demon who must have been the first to step into this darkness long ago.


Dokbul moved through the darkness and left another hairline crack in the air.


* * *


In the 1,700,000th year, Jaehwan looked down at his hands.


His mind was blank. No thoughts came to him, and he did not want to think of anything.


How long had he been sitting there in that stupor?


His cheeks were wet.


Jaehwan realized that he was completely exhausted.


* * *


One million eight hundred thousand years passed.


More precisely, it had been 1,802,532 years and 167 days.


Jaehwan stopped doing anything.
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He had even forgotten how long it had been since he stopped researching 「Setting」. More than that, his task had become surviving every second and every minute that felt as though it would drive him mad.


Once he stopped practicing Stab and researching Setting, the self that his repeated habits had firmly suppressed came pouring out like a waterfall.


What am I even doing here?


Why do I have to do this?


Jaehwan poured World Force wildly into the darkness. He poured and poured until not a trace of World Force remained in his body. The World Force that flew into the void never returned.


At last, Jaehwan felt his humanity collapsing.


Why do I have to destroy the System?


Is there really any need to?


Everyone hates it.


They're afraid of it.


No, I'm already part of the System.


Jaehwan wailed as he looked at the cracks covering his Unique World.


His sobbing continued for a long time.


* * *


[Isn't this getting dangerous?]


[It is.]


[Well, even that guy has his limits. 1.8 million years? Does that make any sense? How can a person endure 1.8 million years without losing their mind?]


[Hey, what are we going to do? If that guy goes mad, we're screwed.]


Silence spread for a moment. Countless shadows flickered within it.


The largest shadow spoke.


[Let's wait a little longer.]


* * *


1.85 million years.


Jaehwan had only one thought.


I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die I want to die


Then, with a horrifying sound, his language came to a halt.


* * *


1.9 million years.


...


* * *


1.95 million years.


Was it an auditory hallucination?


Voices began to reach him from somewhere.


[Rest now.]


[From here on, we'll help you.]


Then Jaehwan lost consciousness.


* * *


His memories after that were not clear.


No, memories were never clear to begin with, so perhaps mentioning it at all was simply a waste of space.


* * *


7.6 million years.


The clock kept recording time. Jaehwan often lost consciousness. It was as though all of this were one long dream. Memories of 《Chaos》 and the 《Abyss》 drifted through his mind like distant afterimages, then vanished. Everything felt like a brief daydream created by an empty universe. He occasionally regained consciousness and heard voices that seemed to be speaking to him.


[Hey, it's fine. Keep sleeping.]


...


Listening to that voice, Jaehwan kept falling asleep.


11 million years...


25.41 million years...


36.51 million years...


Time continued to pass.


Even while asleep, Jaehwan could feel and hear many things.


In his hazy consciousness, stories occasionally seeped in. They were precious pieces of information that could not be heard anywhere in the 《Abyss》. He did not know who had researched them or who had spoken of them.


46.07 million years...


Within a long dream, Jaehwan drifted through a vast sea of thought.


What is existence?


What is consciousness?


What is death?


What is a world?


What is the universe?


Emptiness.


Questions that countless philosophies had rushed to ask floated through his mind. At times, the simplest answer that could encompass a complex world colored his thoughts.


Maybe everything really was a dream.


The time Jaehwan had spent living in the darkness now exceeded the combined time he had spent on Earth, in the Tower, in 《Chaos》, and in the 《Abyss》 by more than three thousand times.


Because of that, Jaehwan could no longer tell where his reality was.


What was reality, anyway?


As he became aware of the threadlike self flickering within the endless darkness, Jaehwan finally realized how small and meaningless he was.


Everything he had considered valuable was fleeting.


Perhaps Beastrein had been right.


Justice.


Value.


Meaning.


All at once, everything felt trivial.


His desperate struggles. Every battle that had brought him here.


Enormous questions constantly assaulted his consciousness, and he often collapsed before them. The humans he had believed in were not even a speck in this vast stretch of time. The humanity he had tried to protect was no more than a fleeting delusion left behind by a speck brushing past the darkness.


Insignificant.


Whenever Jaehwan broke apart beneath such realizations, voices would assemble him again and pull him back to his feet.


[Don't think, idiot.]


[Didn't we say we'd think for you?]


[We'll handle the thinking that needs to be done.]


[You just shut up and think about how you're going to land one on that bastard.]


Jaehwan did not know who they were. Even so, he knew they were keeping him alive.


Who are they? Why would they show me such kindness?


All Jaehwan could do was close his eyes again before he lost his mind.


* * *


150.86 million years passed.


Within a deep dream, Jaehwan realized that he stood inside the enormous ring of Ouroboros.


A great circle that repeated everything. A circle of recurrence. An immense contradiction that devoured itself, then produced itself anew.


Jaehwan began to understand the universe little by little.


For example, he realized what Clothes were.


Clothes were power born through the System.


The desire to be seen by someone. A means of adorning oneself. Power created through the gaze of others. Another self formed at the moment one collided with the world of the System.


Countless realizations violently swept through Jaehwan's soul.


At that moment, he felt as though he could understand the 《System》, the meaning of existence, and the meaning of this space all at once.


A universe was about to be born within him.


Then, at that moment.


[That's far enough.]


A voice spoke.


Huh?


[Only think that far.]


Why?


[Because if you go beyond that point, you won't be able to come back.]


I won't be able to come back?


[It means you won't be human anymore.]


Was I still human?


[Yes, you're still human.]


For some reason, Jaehwan felt like crying.


The voice continued.


[If you go beyond that point, you won't be able to remain a 'being.']


But...


[This is completely different from becoming a god and transcending 'being.' The moment you cross that boundary, you'll lose your personhood and completely leave the category of perception.]


Jaehwan felt as though he vaguely understood those words.


Even so, he wanted more. Since he had come this far, he wanted to see what lay beyond. He wanted to know the sublime truths of the universe beyond it, and the secrets of the vast world.


He wanted to understand the beginning and end of everything.


[You'll deny the time you've lived through. Do you want that?]


At the voice's words, Jaehwan's thoughts stopped as well.


I would deny myself.


[You'll lose your goal. You'll forget why you came this far. You'll lose the meaning of the time you've endured. You'll leave for a world without meaning.]


A universe beckoned to him from far away.


If he went just a little farther, he could know. If he went just a little farther, he could end all of this.


For some reason, he could not take another step. Every one of his senses told him he could not go there.


They told him he must not know it.


[Don't worry. Leave it to us.]


The voice was strangely reassuring.


Jaehwan did not walk any farther. He watched the universe recede into the distance.


[Remain human.]


* * *


He did not know how much time passed after that.


Within his dim consciousness, Jaehwan heard countless stars exploding. Sometimes, he heard noises like the horns of trains.


A hundred million years? A billion years? Perhaps more than ten billion years had passed.


Jaehwan could now tell exactly what state he was in.


He was still trapped in that damned darkness, but his consciousness was not awake. At the same time, it was awake.


How could such a contradiction be possible?


Someone had descended into his soul and was living through his time in his place.


But who?


Why?


Amid the merciless violence of time, he sometimes heard the screams of dying souls. Jaehwan knew whose screams they were.


Tears ran down his face.


He wanted to tell them not to do this.


Why were they doing it? For what reason?


Sometimes, he heard sounds that seemed to signal the birth of a new universe.


A total of sixteen universes bloomed and faded.


That much time had passed.


Then, at some point, silence arrived.


A silence where no one spoke and no one answered.


Even while dreaming, he had heard voices at steady intervals. Their voices allowed him to sleep without fear.


But silence?


Jaehwan was terrified.


Is anyone there?


Could there really be no one left?


Did they all die?


The screams he had heard through that endless time echoed in Jaehwan's ears.


Was that it? Had they all died?


In this universe now...


That was when he heard the voice.


[Did you sleep well? You can wake up now.]


At the same time, a brilliant light touched his eyelids. A terrible dizziness swept over him as his self merged with his soul. His consciousness began to awaken.


Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes and gave a slight shudder. It was because he had not moved his body in far too long. Every part of his soul form creaked. An unfamiliar groan escaped his lips. It was the first time in a long while that he had heard his own voice.


Haa... haa...


Only after breathing deeply and steadying himself did Jaehwan finally manage to sit up.


How long did he sit there?


Jaehwan began rubbing his eyes. Clichéd as it was, he even pinched his cheek. He gave a hollow laugh and tried to force out tears. Only after enduring for some time did Jaehwan barely accept that this was reality.


A blinding baptism of light poured down on him.


It was an exit shaped like a massive Ouroboros. The entrance to a new world and the exit from this place stood there.


As he faced that light, Jaehwan realized where the exit led.


That place is not the 《Abyss》.


Memories that had faded after so much time began to awaken one by one. The stories he had treasured, polished, and preserved for so long were stretching awake.


I lived to go there.


Jaehwan rose to his feet. Then he carefully began to walk forward, one step after another. His gait was awkward, and Dokbul hanging at his waist rattled pitifully.


Still, Jaehwan did not stop walking.


[Yes, that's how you should walk.]


The voice spoke.


Jaehwan looked around. There was no trace of the voice anywhere.


He remembered that this voice had always spoken from within him. Using his own voice, Jaehwan asked,


“Who are you?”


The voice did not answer again.


Jaehwan stepped into the light.


At last, his darkness came to an end.


* * *


Bathed in brilliant rays of light that struck his entire soul, Jaehwan stood still with both arms spread wide. Each particle of light quietly seeped into his soul.


Like a newly sprouted seed.


Or a newborn child who had just entered the world.


Jaehwan remained in the blessing of that light for a long while.


The weight of time was disappearing.


The ennui that had rotted his soul like stagnant water vanished.


It felt like entering a bathhouse after rolling through mud.


Jaehwan found it funny that he could still use such a comparison. More precisely, it felt strange that he could still use language at all. He should have discarded this inefficient means of communication long ago. In fact, he had tried to discard it several times.


Yet he had not abandoned language. He had even made it all the way here with it.


Language was one of the few primitive tools that still made him human.


Using that primitive tool, Jaehwan softly made a sound.


“Ah.”


As he gradually became accustomed to his unfamiliar voice and regained some composure, Jaehwan began looking around.


A pure white passage covered in brilliant light. It was a space that seemed to transcend time itself. He did not know why, but it felt strangely familiar.


After walking a little farther, he noticed large tanks arranged along the edges of the passage. They stood at regular intervals, each containing souls that retained their forms as though preserved in formalin. Every soul slept curled up like a fetus.


Jaehwan found small nameplates attached to the corners of the tanks.


.


.


God of Wandering, Kairos.


Lord of Strictness, Schindler.


God of Travel, Becht.


.


.


They were all names he had never seen before. Perhaps they were beings even older than the Three Ancient Gods.


Each soul wore an expression he could not understand. They looked like sages who had realized every truth in the world, yet also like wanderers who had lost everything in life.


Then, at some point, Jaehwan came across a familiar name for the first time.


Gainak, Lord of Sloth.


Jaehwan looked at the name again and again.


Gainak, Lord of Sloth.


There was no doubt.


Jaehwan knew this bastard.


Gainak was the Driver of the 〈Metaverse〉, the Tower Jaehwan had destroyed, the very one who had said,


「I thought you'd understand me.」
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It seemed the Driver, having succeeded in ascension, had died here.


Had the Driver found the answer to the universe they sought?


Jaehwan could not know.


After staring at the Driver’s face for a while, Jaehwan turned his gaze toward the other tanks. He passed them one by one, studying each soul as though trying to etch them into his memory.


His steps stopped again when he came face-to-face with a tank several times larger than the others.


This is...


The soul inside was clad head to toe in iron armor.


Jaehwan had never seen this soul before, yet he knew who it was. His intuition became certainty when he saw the nameplate written in the corner.


Deus, the God of Machines.


One of the Three Ancient Gods. Deus, the destroyer of Plausibility, was there.


Why is Deus here?


In that instant, Jaehwan’s thoughts leaped toward a hypothesis. It was a thought only Jaehwan, who had crossed cosmic lengths of time, could have conceived.


Could it be?


Perhaps the concept known as 《Big Brother》 was something entirely different from what the gods of the 《Abyss》 or the Cultivators of the 《Great Realm》 believed it to be. Perhaps even the Three Ancient Gods, who believed they had invented it, did not truly know what 《Big Brother》 was.


In other words, perhaps 《Big Brother》 was...


Jaehwan’s thoughts broke apart when a voice suddenly rang out.


[Congratulations on clearing the tutorial.]


The voice struck through the pure white space.


Jaehwan turned toward its source.


[Though that would be a particularly tasteless joke.]


The owner of the voice was not inside a tank.


Other than the small horns protruding above the temples and the tiny wings attached to the shoulder blades, the figure looked almost human.


Jaehwan had already met a species with a similar air.


A Dream Demon.


Jaehwan recognized the Dream Demon at once. How could he not? Of all the Dream Demons in this world, this was the one Jaehwan knew best.


He had destroyed the Tower this being created and emerged into this world. He had reached this place with the diary it left behind. Every step of Jaehwan’s journey had carried this being’s shadow.


“Mulack Armelt.”


The legendary Master who had vanished nine hundred years ago, Mulack Armelt, stood before him.


* * *


[You took much longer than expected. According to the first schedule, you should have reached this place sixteen times faster.]


Mulack Armelt. One of the thirteen 「Masters」, and the creator of the Tower of Nightmares, 〈Fortress of Regret〉.


“You...”


Jaehwan could not take his eyes off Mulack’s face.


He had read the records Mulack left in the Tower and imagined the ‘end of the world.’ He had read the 『Record of the Abyss』 Mulack wrote and made it all the way here. In that sense, Mulack had created the Jaehwan standing here now.


As though understanding Jaehwan’s feelings, Mulack smiled.


[You must have many questions. I know.]


“Are you Big Brother?”


[Big Brother.]


As if hearing those words for the first time in ages, Mulack slowly blinked.


[I see. You followed those words all the way here. Then... that is very strange.]


Mulack tilted his head at an odd angle. His deep, unreadable eyes questioned Jaehwan.


[Why are you still curious about that? You must have passed through the ‘Fall of Time’ to reach this place.]


“I asked whether you are 《Big Brother》.”


[Well, obtaining understanding beyond existence does not mean you come to know everything.]


Mulack turned his back to Jaehwan and began pacing around the white passage.


[To answer your question, yes. Big Brother. That was certainly a name I used recently.]


Jaehwan’s expression hardened slightly.


“What does that mean?”


[I have many names. Big Brother, Invisible Hand, God of Gods, First One... Jaehwan-nim, you know that now too, do you not?]


He had no idea why Mulack kept saying that he knew, but Mulack seemed ready to explain something. Jaehwan decided to remain silent for now.


[The name 《Big Brother》 was created two hundred and ten thousand years ago. But I had existed long before that.]


Mulack’s gaze shifted toward the edge of the passage. There stood the tank Jaehwan had examined moments earlier.


The tank holding Deus, one of the Three Ancient Gods.


Mulack extended a pale hand and placed it against the tank’s surface. The next moment, Deus’s eyes snapped open.


Light burst from the brilliant white lenses. Before Jaehwan could even reach for Dokbul in alarm, something like music began to flow from somewhere.


Something was being projected into the air.


Then voices rang out.


“That power is dangerous. It is not something we can control.”


It was not Deus’s voice.


Jaehwan had heard an extremely similar voice in the forest of the Mad God.


La-Hamad.


But the being on the screen was not La-Hamad.


Then that being had to be...


“No. We must use it. Only we are qualified to wield that power.”


When Catastrophe’s voice followed, Jaehwan became certain the voice he had just heard belonged to Gestalt.


He understood the nature of the scene unfolding before him.


“Let us begin.”


With Deus’s voice as the last, the World Force of the Three Ancient Gods gathered into the screen.


Jaehwan watched the immense flood of expanding World Force within it.


The World Force possessed by the Three Gods was resonating.


The Three God War.


There was no doubt. This was the memory of the ‘true Three God War’ that he had seen and heard in the 『Record of the Abyss』.


Perhaps because World Force resources had been more abundant then than in the present-day 《Abyss》, the World Force of the Three Gods tore through all of space and time, creating rifts.


It was dozens of times greater than the World Force released when Jaehwan and Maiad clashed.


It was as though the entire upper reaches of the 《Tree of Illusion》 had combined their strength. Beyond the resonating Sanctuaries, a reality beyond Unique Worlds was being summoned. A world of incomparably greater scale than the 「Lone World」 Maiad had attempted was arriving.


The 「Lone World」 the Three Ancient Gods longed for, and the name of salvation that would end all wars.


《System》.


Jaehwan watched the scene in silence.


If he could, he would have asked the Three Gods of that era whether it had truly been the best choice.


But he could not demand an answer for sins committed hundreds of thousands of years ago.


A storm of light raged on the screen, and the gathered World Force became a pillar of light that pierced through the sky of the 《Abyss》.


It was the light of creation that opened a new world.


The Three Gods must have trembled as they watched that light. They must have been awed by the magnitude of their achievement and thrilled by what was to come.


But they did not know something was crawling down from the heavens beyond the pierced sky. They did not know that the ‘something’ they had brought down would turn all their plans to dust.


Jaehwan saw it.


He saw ‘it’ descending through the pillar of light that pierced the heavens.


A black, sticky energy that looked like darkness itself.


By the time the Three Gods noticed something was wrong, it was already too late. The darkness completely swallowed the prototype Deus Ex Machina at the center of the light.


That is...!


Jaehwan stared at the familiar darkness.


It was exactly the same darkness he had experienced in the previous space.


“Deus, what is happening? Wake up!”


Catastrophe and Gestalt shouted, followed by terrible screams layered atop one another. It was a horrifying cry, as though a single person were screaming out hundreds of millions of years’ worth of agony at once.


Then an explosion began, shaking heaven and earth. It was not a physical explosion so much as a metaphysical one.


Jaehwan had seen such explosions several times in the space of darkness.


It was something like a Big Bang of thought. A single explosion beyond space and time, where the laws and truths of the universe were born.


Jaehwan did not know the true nature of that explosion. The voice inside him had blocked his approach. Without that voice, Jaehwan too would have been swept into the explosion and ended up like Deus.


After some time, the darkness retreated from the screen and the explosion subsided.


Catastrophe’s voice rang out.


“Deus?”


Deus walked out from within the half-destroyed 「Deus Ex Machina」. A transcendent current flowed from his lenses.


Was this how the eyes of someone who had seen a universe’s history from beginning to end would look?


At last, Deus opened his mouth.


“It was all meaningless.”

“What?”


Catastrophe and Gestalt looked at Deus in confusion.


Deus raised his mechanical arm toward the empty air. Then, as his hand slowly fell...


Gestalt’s body was torn in two.


An enraged Catastrophe charged forward. It was a battle without explanation.


Without saying a word, Deus attacked the other two Three Ancient Gods, and one-sided violence followed.


The other two could not stand against Deus, who had been reborn into a new state of being. As Jaehwan watched Gestalt torn apart in misery and Catastrophe, battered and driven out of the 《Abyss》, he recalled what La-Hamad had once told him.


‘The Three God War was not a war among the Three Ancient Gods.’


La-Hamad had definitely said that.


On the most superficial level, those words were wrong. This war had clearly been a war among the Three Gods.


Yet in a deeper sense, they were right.


That is not Deus.


The ‘Deus’ who had evolved into something new within the darkness had become an entirely different being.


As if he had become something beyond space and time.


Something that had transcended ‘existence.’


He no longer thought within the realm of existence, nor did he try to understand anything.


After finishing his work, Deus flew into the sky of the 《Abyss》 and vanished.


That was the end of the recording.


Deus’s eyes, which had been projecting the screen in light, slowly closed again.


Mulack’s voice rang out.


[What did you think?]


“...”


[This must be the first time you have watched another being undergo ‘Transcendence,’ Jaehwan-nim. What do you think, compared to when you underwent ‘Transcendence’?]


Jaehwan could not properly understand Mulack’s words.


[Deus was one of the lucky ones. Thanks to that World Force Big Bang, he did not have to climb the ‘Fall of Time’ as I did, as you did. Though in the end, the pain endured by his soul form was likely much the same...]


Too many thoughts were mixing together in Jaehwan’s mind at once.


[Still, perhaps he was the luckiest one among us.]


Until now, Deus had been known in the history of the 《Abyss》 as a ‘dead god.’


A god said to have been completely annihilated in the Three God War. That was Deus.


But now Jaehwan realized that this ‘annihilation’ was nothing like the soul extinction he knew.


Deus had died.


And he had become 《Big Brother》.
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The fact that Deus had become 《Big Brother》 was not all that surprising. Jaehwan had expected as much.


What truly shocked him was the process through which Deus had become 《Big Brother》.


“Mulack. What exactly is this ‘darkness’?”


[Darkness...?]


“The ‘darkness’ that appeared in Deus’s memories. It was exactly the same substance that made up the zone I passed through.”


[You have a habit of explaining the world using your own terms, Jaehwan. You are correct. That is what led him to Transcendence. The darkness’s formal name is the ‘Fall of Time.’]


“What was it? What kind of place is this? What were you doing here?”


Mulack’s expression changed strangely. Something chilling briefly appeared on the face that had remained so friendly, then vanished.


[Are you truly asking because you do not know?]


Meeting Mulack’s gaze, Jaehwan felt a strange fear, if only for an instant.


It was the expression a human might wear while looking at a tiny insect. Mulack was looking at Jaehwan that way.


[You must be joking. How strange. You could not have reached this place without knowing. Have you not already obtained the answers to every question through ‘Transcendence,’ Jaehwan-nim?]


Mulack’s eyes regained their warmth in an instant. Looking into Jaehwan’s shaken eyes, he smiled lightly.


[Ah, I see. Do you wish to play at ‘existence’?]


“...”


[As expected of the one who destroyed my Tower and escaped. Very well. I will play along. What sort of concept should we use...? That is it. How about this? The concept of a demon welcoming a hero who has climbed to the top of the 《Tree of Illusion》 to prevent the world’s destruction.]


At those words, the passage began to lose its balance.


Starting from the far end, it shattered as though its pixels were breaking apart, then transformed into an entirely new setting.


The view gave Jaehwan an oddly familiar feeling. It resembled the place he had seen on the hundredth floor of the Tower of Nightmares.


The place where the Cultivator Beastrein had been, watching over every space in the Tower.


Only, the scale was on an entirely different level.


It was a circular space so vast that its size could not even be guessed.


Screens densely filled its inner walls.


Countless eyes observed the cultivation grounds of the Peripheral Worlds, the 《Great Realm》, 《Chaos》, and the 《Abyss》.


[You have always seen them, so you should know well enough.]


As dizziness washed over him, Jaehwan understood what this place was.


This was the eye that watched everything.


[Welcome to the Nest of the Tree of Illusion, 〈Panopticon〉.]


Jaehwan stared blankly at the holographic screens packed together without a single gap.


Desire began with a gaze.


With someone looking at something else.


This was the place where the tragedy of that gaze had first begun.


[Allow me to introduce the friends who run 〈Panopticon〉 alongside me.]


Jaehwan noticed that one tank after another, like those he had seen earlier, was connected throughout the areas where the screens had been arranged. It was as though each screen had been assigned to a soul form within a tank.


One by one, Jaehwan read the names written on the tanks.


.

.


Jean-Paul of Existence.


Jorge of the Virtual.


Scalzi of the Universe.


Mars of Play.


Melville of the Absurd.


.

.


The moment he saw the name Melville, a memory rose clearly to the surface.


It was the name of the Master who had created 「Moby Dick」, the Tower Cheongheo had cleared.


[They are former 「Masters」. They are friends entrusted with important duties to maintain 〈Panopticon〉.]


Jaehwan continued reading the Dream Demons’ names.


There was another familiar one.


Ignel of the Deep Dusk.


Jaehwan remembered the broken Solitary Existence tucked inside his clothes.


The old Dream Demon who had been the Workshop Master of 〈Twilight Dusk〉 and had made Solitary Existence for him.


Jaehwan knew Ignel had vanished after the Hachenold Catastrophe, but he had never imagined Ignel would be in a place like this.


Mulack tapped the aquarium containing Ignel with his fingers.


[This friend only recently managed to become a 「Master」 and was assigned here. They are still inexperienced and not very good at their work, but they will become useful soon enough.]


“Do all Dream Demons come here once they become Masters?”


[They do. They cannot help but come. Every Dream Demon must wonder where the 《Tower of Nightmares》 began, what value their existence holds, and what the ‘First Nightmare’ is. All of them travel back up the ‘Fall of Time’ you experienced and arrive here. Of course, they all go mad on the way up, so I have to go retrieve them myself.]


His head hurt.


The only question filling Jaehwan’s mind was why?


There was so much he wanted to ask, yet he did not know what question would bring him a proper answer.


Or perhaps he was afraid of hearing a proper answer.


Jaehwan forced out the words and formed a question.


“Are they 《Big Brother》 too?”


[You have been asking strange questions for a while now. Of course they are not 《Big Brother》. Can you not feel that, unlike me, you, and Deus, they have not attained the stature of Transcendence? They are only consumables. We need personnel to control cultivation.]


Jaehwan opened and closed his mouth like someone who had been caught off guard by an absurd attack.


Cultivation? That was a matter confined to the Tower.


Yet the screens did not show only scenes from within the Tower.


[Even as 《Big Brother》, it is difficult for me to control cultivation alone. My predecessors were no different.]


Leaving Mulack’s mysterious smile behind him, Jaehwan looked one by one at every scene reflected in the enormous eye. The back of his head throbbed as though someone had struck it with a sledgehammer.


Why had he not known?


No, how had he failed to realize?


Only now did Jaehwan understand the meaning of all these gazes, the meaning of these tragic events.


The meaning of 「cultivation」.


Jaehwan had thought it was only 《Big Brother》’s design to sustain the ecosystems of the 《Great Realm》 and the 《Abyss》. He had never once considered why 《Big Brother》 wished to sustain such an ecosystem, or what its purpose was.


Jaehwan stared blankly at the screens.


There stood the root of the Tree of Illusion, the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


- Help me! Somebody help me!


- Aaaah!


Silenced screams cried out from the screen, leaving behind only the shapes of their mouths.


The origin of all this tragedy.


The competition for survival that had begun in the 「Peripheral Worlds」.


There were fragile humans betraying one another to climb to higher floors.


Jaehwan turned toward another cluster of screens.


There stood the land of the Tree of Illusion, the 《Great Realm》.


The Great Realm. A place where Adapters who had cleared the Tower of Nightmares pursued higher Adaptation.


Humans tempered by the Tower were now slaughtering one another in even more exceptional ways.


- Kill them! If you do not kill them, you will die!


The involuntary faces they had worn in the Tower were nowhere to be found. They fought to become even a little stronger, to gain even slightly higher numbers.


The Tower’s 「cultivation」 had not ended.


Only involuntary 「cultivation」 had become voluntary 「cultivation」.


Seventh Adaptation, Eighth Adaptation, Ninth Adaptation...


At the forefront of the battlefield stood Lords who had reached the pinnacle of Adaptation. They mercilessly carved apart the Adapters rushing at them with sharpened spiritual power.


Bodies were ripped to pieces.


Biting his lip, Jaehwan turned away. Then, where he looked next, he witnessed a tragedy that continued even after death.


There stood the trunk of the Tree of Illusion, 《Chaos》.


The scene of Fortress Carpe Diem appeared before him.


《Chaos》 had formed a unified government around the Fortress.


Having grown even stronger, they had become secure enough that they no longer needed to fear the Lords’ threat.


Yet even they desired greater strength.


Tens of thousands of trainees repeatedly performing Stabs toward the sky.


Jaehwan realized something was wrong.


- You are only a first-stage Awakened One...


- Work harder! You just have to work harder!


- Your seniors all did the same. Things are much easier these days.


The Lords had been right when they said Awakening and Adaptation were separated by only a sheet of paper. Only the visible numbers had been hidden. Nothing essential had changed.


The dead could not find complete rest even after death. They had to strive to grow stronger. They longed for higher places, and wished to join the Abyss Expedition.


They yearned to walk the path of the 《Tree of Illusion》 that Jaehwan had traveled.


Jaehwan turned his head again.


Even though he knew full well what he would find there, he had no choice but to look.


There stood the Branch of the Tree of Illusion, the 《Abyss》.


A place where those who had reached the peak of their respective paths of Adaptation and Awakening gathered, those who had at last become gods.


Some time had passed. The 《Abyss》, which had entered a period of stability through the Committee’s efforts, was once again descending into a chaotic political struggle.


Gods had secretly gathered and raised the banner of rebellion against the Committee, and the Committee opposed them. The 《Abyss》, which had transformed into a Follower-centered world through conflicts between groups, was slowly changing again.


Gods who had secured many Followers began asserting their rights once more, while Followers busy pursuing their own interests willingly became the gods’ hands and feet.


They were all looking up at the sky.


Whether they knew what was in that sky or not, they built their strength to reach beyond it.


Only after seeing their eyes did Jaehwan understand.


People did not hate 《Big Brother》.


People wanted to become 《Big Brother》.


When Jaehwan closed his eyes and opened them one final time, he saw himself reflected on a screen.


The image of himself trampling and destroying every other being before walking into the darkness.


Jaehwan’s shadow flickered as it walked the path that everyone in the 《Tree of Illusion》 had wished for.


A history of strength and struggle.


A soul that had walked through all of that time.


There he was, already having become 《Big Brother》.


Strength left Jaehwan’s knees, and he staggered.


The long road to the throne.


Adaptation and Awakening. Both had only been parts of this vast Scenario. Every cultivation had begun to create a new throne, and cultivation ended where a king was born.


Jaehwan’s empty eyes turned toward Mulack.


Mulack bowed deeply in greeting.


As though Jaehwan had only now become ready to take his rightful place.


[Allow me to formally welcome you once more, Jaehwan-nim. No, the 1,131st 《Big Brother》.]
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How many beings had this world sacrificed just to create a single 《Big Brother》?


Jaehwan looked at the 1,130 tanks lined along the passage and thought.


If this was the essence of the world, then what meaning did existence even have?


Though he had learned every secret of this world, Jaehwan felt as if he understood nothing anymore.


[Now that you have arrived, my role is over as well. Compared to the other 〈Big Brothers〉, my term was quite short. You could call me fortunate.]


“So you’re going into one of those tanks too.”


[One day, I suppose. Once you are able to fulfill my role completely.]


“My role.”


[That is right. Your role. Having reached the stature of Transcendence, you must understand well how trivial the lives of beings are. And how vast and sublime the history you must now manage is.]


As Jaehwan listened to Mulack’s calm voice, he felt a corner of his heart, which he had struggled to protect for so long, collapse.


Perhaps the name Mulack had meant more to him than he had realized.


The dream demon who had walked this path before him.


The being who, even when defeated, had never betrayed their pride.


And that being had become 《Big Brother》 as the price of walking their path to the end.


It did not take long for sorrow and hatred to rise in the place where his comfort had crumbled.


Jaehwan asked in a hollow voice.


“Mulack.”


[Yes.]


“You came here to kill 《Big Brother》. You came here to stop all cultivation. So why did you end up like this?”


[What?]


“You created the Fortress of Regret. You doubted cultivation and denied the System. Then you came here. So why are you...”


His voice carried grief too deep to put into words.


Yet Jaehwan’s question was met with an incomprehensible look.


[What are you talking about? Doubt? Denial? That was so long ago... Ah, you are trying to play a joke again.]


“It’s not a joke.”


[Then what... Are you seriously saying that?]


Something like contempt appeared in Mulack’s eyes. It was the same look one might give an insect.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan stepped back.


[I cannot believe it. How did you reach this place with such a fragile mind? Ten billion years must have passed in the Fall of Time.]


A coldness seeped from Mulack’s narrowed eyes.


A chill ran down Jaehwan’s spine. It was not only because of Mulack’s oppressive gaze. More precisely, it was because of what Mulack had said.


Ten billion years.


Had ten billion years really passed?


The air around them seemed to freeze solid as Mulack’s gaze shifted.


Mulack was examining Jaehwan’s soul. From its surface down to every cell that formed its deepest core.


Soon, Mulack’s expression twisted.


[Wait. Why is your Awakening still at the fifth stage? You are still at the stage of 「Proof」. To travel upstream through the Fall of Time, you should have naturally reached the sixth stage, 「Editing」...]


“...”


[You came here, yet you are still an ‘existence’... Tell me, Jaehwan. What exactly did you do in the Fall of Time?]


Jaehwan did not answer. Instead, he quietly drew Dokbul from his waist. The sword rang clear as it left its sheath, and Jaehwan spoke.


“Are you awake?”


Dokbul hummed and answered.


[I have been awake for some time.]


“What do you think?”


[Let us do what we always do. Listening to that bastard talk was making me itch to death.]


“For once, we agree.”


[You can say that again.]


Jaehwan nodded.


Along with the 「Fall」 held in his sword’s tip, the World Force of the Three Divine Artifacts blazed with dazzling light. The 「Deus Ex Machina」 he had improved within the Fall of Time took the form of armor and wrapped around his entire body, while Gestalt’s Eye spun in pursuit of itself and amplified Jaehwan’s World Force.


The Void Sword, divided in the air, prepared for bombardment.


Yet no matter what Jaehwan did, Mulack did not seem interested.


[This is impossible... How did such a primitive being reach this place...]


Mulack only muttered incomprehensible words now and then, still lost in confusion.


[But that cannot be. Jaehwan-nim must have repeatedly undergone ‘Transcendence’ and even made contact with beings from other dimensions. This is...]


Jaehwan decided that this was his only chance. Since he had no idea how strong Mulack had become after turning into 《Big Brother》, a decisive first strike was his only way to secure any chance of victory.


Dokbul breathed fire, and a wave of 「Fall」 swept over 〈Panopticon〉.


Perhaps because he had remained in the Fall of Time for too long, he could not wield as much World Force as he wished. Even so, it was enough to surpass the Three Ancient Gods at the height of their power.


When Gestalt’s Eye began to spin, the abilities of Deus Ex Machina activated. Jaehwan’s World Force was amplified once by Gestalt’s Eye, then twice more by the power of Deus Ex Machina, and poured into Dokbul.


A Stab exploded from Dokbul’s tip, and the Void Swords, which had expanded in an instant, began firing all at once from the air.


Then, in the next moment.


Jaehwan flew through the air as though his entire body had been struck by a massive blunt weapon.


More accurately, the entire space was battering his body without restraint. Time slowed, sped up, and contracted as it pleased. Silver World Force poured from his mouth in an endless stream.


Beastrein let out a tearing scream. The blade of Dokbul, which had achieved Great Evolution, was breaking apart.


The weakened wave of 「Fall」 vanished. The Deus Ex Machina armor he wore scattered through the air, half destroyed. Gestalt’s Eye, which had been spinning fiercely, lost its light.


The cracked Void Swords were crumbling away in the air.


[I do not know the details, but it seems there has been some misunderstanding.]


Mulack appeared through Jaehwan’s reddened vision.


[It cannot be helped. It is unfortunate, but I can only wait for the next 《Big Brother》.]


Watching Mulack raise a hand casually, Jaehwan felt the awe of standing before a universe.


And within that universe, he felt his own existence, soon to vanish like a speck of dust.


Death had never been this close.


[To think I wasted time on such a trivial insect.]


The space of 〈Panopticon〉 was devouring his soul.


He was disappearing.


The time he had spent fighting was vanishing.


His unyielding will. His pride that had never broken.


Even his miserable yet precious memories.


All of it was fading away.


What words could possibly describe this death?


Jaehwan felt relieved, and empty. Perhaps this was the moment he had wanted for so long, yet he felt a fear he could not understand.


Did he still want to live?


Even after learning the truth of this world, even after understanding how fleeting, meaningless, and worthless life was, did he still want to live?


Then what was life for?


He did not know. Yet amid that incomprehension, Jaehwan felt more alive than ever before. Life was only possible when one was conscious of death.


It had been a long battle.


At the end of that desperate struggle, Jaehwan was finally existing.


Only then did he smile.


I will die here.


I will never become something like 《Big Brother》.


I will die and remain an ‘existence.’


Then, at some point, the dissolution ended.


Jaehwan finally thought he had died. But that was impossible. Thought was only granted to living beings.


Mulack was right in front of him, eyes wide.


[What is that?]


A mysterious aura was protecting Jaehwan’s entire body from dissolution.


Mulack made a light gesture, repeatedly trying to shatter the aura, but it only gave off a more intense light and protected Jaehwan.


Jaehwan knew what it was.


That power was his Unique World.


When he slowly looked around, his Unique World, the one he had lived through, was covering the entire area.


Complete Sanctuary Manifestation.


「The World After the Fall」


The Unique World that had endured the terrible Fall of Time alongside him wrapped around his body.


This world protected me?


But how?


Even though he had reached the stage of 「Proof」, Mulack wielded power that even the Three Divine Artifacts could not overcome.


How had this Unique World blocked Mulack?


Jaehwan stared blankly at his Unique World, until his gaze stopped at one point.


There were scribbles carved into the air of his Unique World.


They looked very much like his handwriting, yet it was clear they had all been written by different people. At a glance, they looked like conversations, but in truth they were piles of proof of one-sided loneliness.


.


.


87 million years.


―Damn it. I’m done here. Those of you coming after me, I’m counting on you.

―Leave it to us.


.


.


125 million years.


―I think I’m going to die.

―Me too. Save me, I’m losing my mind.

―How did the people before me endure this?

―Hey, you bastards coming after us, at least write some erotic fiction. I need something to read while I endure this. No, I guess I won’t be here by then.

―The old men have really lost it.


.


.


570 million years.


―So, back then, Sirwen and...

―Actually, Yu Seolha is more my type.

―Wasn’t it Runald?

―You insane bastards. What the hell did you scribble here? You endured for two million years at a time, then died after writing nothing but crazy nonsense.

―Let’s think of it as doing military service one more time.

―Fuck. What kind of military service lasts this long? When do we get discharged?

―If you have read this far, you endured at least five hundred thousand years just through these scribbles. Congratulations.


.


.


1.53 billion years.


―Who is next after me? I lived alone for a million years, and I think I’m losing my mind.

―You have to endure at least a million years before you can say you are no longer a beginner.

―May the deceased rest in peace.


.


.


Jaehwan continued reading the scribbles.


Scribbles left by those before him for those who came after, and then for the ones after them. The mood of the scribbles, light at first, became darker as time passed.


.


.


3.12 billion years.


―You son of a bitch. Why did you come into a place like this?

―Fuck... Fuck...

―The 1,974th. I end here.


.


.


4.98 billion years.


―Please.


―Hurry.


.


.


6.78 billion years.


―Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

―...

―Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa....a...h.....g


.


.


7.92 billion years.


―I found a being from another dimension. They were riding a train. I attacked, but they ran away. Judging by the form of their Unique World, they seemed to be a regressor.

―This novel is fun. It is the most fun thing I have ever read.

―Please post the next chapter. Please.


.


.


9.83 billion years.


...


.


.


And finally, 10.01421 billion years.


At some point, the number of scribbles sharply decreased, then abruptly stopped like a thread cut in midair. Even so, enough despair had gathered there that he could not read it all in a lifetime.


Of course, there were not only scribbles written there.


Beneath them, the truths of the universe had been recorded. Some were things Jaehwan knew, but most were things he did not.


All kinds of Settings and theories. Awakening and Adaptation, even magic and design. It was a vast library of the universe that seemed to encompass all knowledge in the world.


The history of the past ten billion years remained there intact.


That history of ten billion years was protecting him.


Jaehwan realized he was crying.


Before he could even ask why, tears poured down his face.


It was because he understood the meaning of that time.


And because he could not understand it.


Why had they needed to endure such a time?


What had they chosen to live through that time for?


Jaehwan did not know.


But one thing was certain.


It was them.


They were the reason he had endured ten billion years.


With trembling eyes, Jaehwan looked down at his hand.


The countless screams and groans he had heard in his dreams had all been the final cries left behind by his other ‘Clothes.’


Even now, Jaehwan remembered their words.


It’s all right, so sleep a little longer.


“What...”


What was all right? What could possibly be all right?


Jaehwan could feel that there were not many sets of ‘Clothes’ left inside him now.


Even after ending up like this.


Ten billion years.


Jaehwan could not even dare imagine the weight of the time his Clothes had endured.


[So that is it. It was not you, but your Clothes that underwent ‘Transcendence.’]


Mulack, looking at Jaehwan’s Unique World, also seemed to have realized something at last.


[But how could that happen... If you gave another set of ‘Clothes’ control over your soul, you could have disappeared forever. To trust your Clothes enough to take such a risk...]


Mulack muttered for a long time before suddenly letting out a strange laugh.


Then the laughter stopped.


[You are truly pitiful. You sacrificed your Clothes to maintain your ‘existence.’ Did you want to destroy this world so badly? What turned you into such a monster?]


“You, and this ‘universe’ you belong to.”


Jaehwan muttered through clenched teeth. His throat was choked with emotion, and his voice barely came out.


Clothes. Beings who were Jaehwan, yet were not Jaehwan.


Those beings had died in his place.


To leave him as an ‘existence.’


To protect the reason he had begun this journey.


Even after reaching this place by standing upon such sacrifice, he could not defeat Mulack before him.


It was an ironic contradiction.


Maiad’s warning to beware of time had become another paradox that blocked his path.


An ‘existence’ had reason to break the System, but no strength to break it. A ‘transcendent’ had the strength to break the System, but no reason to break it. They understood that doing so had no meaning.


Jaehwan had survived as an ‘existence.’


And because of that, he could not defeat Mulack.
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Understanding Jaehwan’s condition, Mulack spoke.


[Your fate is astonishing, and tragic. You may be the only ‘being’ in this universe to have endured so vast a tragedy.]


Jaehwan gripped the broken Dokbul and slowly pushed himself up.


He knew he could not win. But he could not kneel here.


[Do not stand.]


He could not give up here. Even if he had failed to attain Transcendence, even if he had no power at all, he had to stand.


[If you stand, you will die.]


He had never once crumpled simply because he lacked strength.


Barely managing to rise with Dokbul as support, Jaehwan panted for breath. Mulack quietly extended a hand toward him. The landscape around them shimmered, and before long, a small ‘tank’ appeared at Mulack’s side.


Opening the lid of the tank, Mulack said,


[I have changed my mind. If you listen to me, I will place you inside this ‘tank’ and preserve you. A ‘being’ like you is worth preserving. But if you remain uncooperative to the very end...]


Jaehwan smiled without a word.


He had not come all this way just to crawl into a tank and drag out his life. Even if he lost here, he would not give up until the end. That was the courtesy he owed the ‘Clothes’ that had perished in his place.


Seeing Jaehwan smile, Mulack sighed and shook their head.


At last, Mulack’s hand slowly shifted to aim at Jaehwan.


[Need some help?]


Jaehwan doubted his own ears.


That voice was one of the countless voices he had heard inside the Fall of Time.


‘You...’


[As for who I am, hm... let’s say I’m someone who spent one hundred million years doing nothing but Stabs.]


‘What?’


[And not one hundred million times, one hundred million years. Do you understand what that means?]


His right hand, gripping Dokbul, trembled violently.


Something was trying to settle into that hand.


[Hey, are the rest of you not helping? Just because you’ve all achieved Transcendence, are you going to pretend you don’t know me now? You’re not all trying to become things like 《Big Brother》, are you? Tch. These bastards, nobody’s answering.]


The voice kept muttering to itself.


[Out of the sixteen here, I’m probably the weakest, but even someone like me... no, wait, you should be the one begging. Hey, first self, hurry up and pray with all your heart for this great body to descend.]


But Jaehwan was in no state for that.


The space distorted by Mulack was gradually crushing him. Jaehwan could tell that the force bearing down on him was power born of the Fall of Time. The very same power that had imprisoned him for ten billion years. The power of the Fall of Time, spanning all of space, was crumpling his Unique World. Silver light spilled out with a groan. The pressure was so overwhelming it felt as though his head might burst at any moment.


An irritated voice rang out.


[Seriously, you have no style at all.]


Something seemed to settle into his arm, and then the arm holding Dokbul moved on its own. It was a sensation on an entirely different level from 「Selflessness」. In that instant, Jaehwan’s right arm slipped free from every constraint of space-time. The once-incomprehensible fabric of space-time felt as fragile as a sheet of paper, and something like a flash blazed.


The space-time before his eyes was tearing apart.


The darkness that even 「Constellation Rending」 could not cut. The supreme realm he had not been able to reach even through a million years of training was unfolding right before him. The darkness was crumbling to powder.


The shattered soul forms of the Masters spilled out from fragments blown free of 〈Panopticon〉.


Mulack’s eyes filled with bewilderment.


The sixth stage of Awakening.


「Editing」.


The ultimate Stab, repeated for one hundred million years, was finally revealing itself through his hand.


* * *


[This is impossible...!]


As Mulack screamed, Jaehwan watched a storm of Stabs dominate time and space.


What kind of span was one hundred million years?


Jaehwan had never once tried to imagine a stretch of time that long.


Even the roughly one million eight hundred thousand years he himself had been forced to live through still did not feel quite real to him, yet there existed a being that had lived one hundred million years and done nothing but Stabs.


And that being was one of his own ‘Clothes.’


[Wahahahahahahahaha!]


Cracks spread throughout 〈Panopticon〉 beneath the storm of wildly unleashed Stabs. Even though he was wielding them with his own right hand, Jaehwan could not follow their trajectories. This was not an attack that unfolded within the category of speed, whether fast or slow. An attack like that could never pierce the power of the Fall of Time.


The one million eight hundred thousand years Jaehwan had lived proved that.


All speed was ultimately distance divided by time, and no Stab could escape the influence of time.


Yet the Stab now unfolding before him was not affected by time in the slightest.


Jaehwan could not understand how such a thing was physically possible. Perhaps it was only possible because it was not a physical phenomenon at all.


In other words, the Stab his right hand unleashed on its own had stepped outside the physical laws of this world. It was closer to an idea.


[Die! Die! Die!]


He could not tell whether he was swinging his right hand, or whether his right hand was swinging him.


As the surrounding time and space turned to rags, Mulack’s expression gradually twisted.


‘It hurts.’


As time passed, Jaehwan too found it harder and harder to endure. It was not only because the tyranny of his right hand was tearing apart his soul form. Jaehwan’s pain spread more into the mental realm.


‘This bastard...’


Memories of a man were flowing into Jaehwan’s mind.


「I do it. I do. I can do it.」


They were the memories of a man who had spent one hundred million years performing Stabs.


「I stab. I stab. I stab. I stab. I stab. I stab.」


That man, who looked exactly like Jaehwan, had the number 3751 in place of a name.


3751.


It was merely a number attached for convenience, a number with no particular meaning. It was absurdly shabby for the name of a soul that had lived one hundred million years, but 3751 did not seem to have any complaint about it. To begin with, he was not the kind of being who cared about names.


The 3,751st Jaehwan.


His sole concern was ‘Stab.’


Having received the first self’s soul from his predecessor, 3751 spent all day repeating Stabs. Using the first self’s right hand, he stabbed into the darkness again and again.


One hundred thousand years, two hundred thousand years, three hundred thousand years.

One million years, two million years, three million years.


He loved Stabs so much that even if he spent all day stabbing, no, even if he spent hundreds of thousands, millions, or tens of millions of years stabbing, he never grew tired of it. Among Jaehwan’s ‘Clothes,’ there was no being more skilled at Stab or more in love with it than he was.


He was the part of the human called Jaehwan with only ‘Stab’ stripped out.


That was the man, 3751.


3751 continued to perform Stabs. He tried stabbing with perfect form, then with a sloppy stance. He tried stabbing very slowly, then very quickly. He tried stabbing in all directions at once, then driving all his strength into a single direction.


Every kind of Stab in the world.


All those Stabs unfolded from 3751’s sword point.


Of course, even 3751 sometimes thought. A person could not live by doing nothing but Stabs.


Why, for what reason, was he stabbing?

Why was he repeating this cruel act?

For whom? For what?


3751 would often stare into the darkness, then at the scrawls left behind by former ‘Clothes,’ and ask himself those questions.


‘What am I?’


A question countless ‘Clothes’ had asked over ten billion years, only to fail to answer in the end.


But a few ‘Clothes’ had succeeded in answering it, and survived.


「I am the very act by which I live.」


3751 was one of those ‘Clothes.’


Then the question led to another question.


「Then why am I performing this act?」


Depending on the nature of each Clothes, the answers split into many branches.


There were apocalyptic heroic answers like, “To protect justice,” and answers like an honest voter in a corrupt state, “To protect my conscience.”


There were cynical answers like, “Because it annoys me that there’s something up there,” and rather prickly answers like, “Because the first self wants it.”


Of course, there were also deeply personal answers like, “Because I want to get out of this place,” and answers that were highly advanced, philosophical, and noble.


But most Clothes died before arriving at any of those answers. And after countless answers vanished, the answer left at the very end was this.


「Just because.」


That was the answer of the man, 3751.


So 3751 repeated Stabs, just because. Without greed for salvation or longing for death. He simply stabbed into empty air, and stabbed, and stabbed again.


Only stabbing. That alone was how 3751 confirmed his existence.


As though trying to deny the fact that he had been born into this world for no reason, had come to exist for no reason, and was repeating this act for no reason, he kept stabbing, again and again, just because.


「Ugh, uh, uhhh...」


As a result, 3751 went mad tens of thousands of times.


「Hahaha! Hahahahaha!」


He was always drenched in madness.


「I’ll kill them! I’ll kill them all!」


He was always drunk on his own swollen ego.


「Ha ha, hahaha... ha... huuuh... ngh...」


And whenever the day drew toward its end, he cried. Just as he stabbed and stabbed again, he cried and cried again.


3751 stopped crying around the time his Stab had surpassed the concept of space. It was probably around the fifty million year mark.


3751’s Stab blazed with light.


And at last, the darkness tore.


It did not tear completely, but it was enough to be called a small nick.


3751 was startled. He rejoiced. He trembled, and for the last time, he shed tears. Tearing the darkness meant that much.


That small nick was proof that his efforts had not been in vain.


Proof that the path he had walked was not wrong.

A small ‘trace’ carved into that immense void was proving his existence.


At last, he came to know who he was.


From then on, his Stab changed.


He still stabbed, stabbed, and stabbed again as always, but something important had changed.

As the days of Stab piled up, 3751’s heart swelled with a vivid yet gentle emotion. He was glad that ‘Stab’ existed in this world, and glad that there existed something for him to stab at. He was deeply moved by the fact that he was capable of ‘Stab.’


A Stab filled with gratitude toward all things in the universe.

That there was something there, and that he could stab at it.


3751 realized the infinite truth contained within that act, and understood the meaning of the void granted by the distant universe.

Through Stab, he understood the universe. This universe had begun with ‘Stab.’

Even the first moment the universe was born, when particles collided with particles, had ultimately come from one thing ‘stabbing’ into another.


At last, he understood.
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3751 witnessed a colossal explosion.


A great explosion containing every truth of the universe.


3751 watched a new universe being born within himself, while the world he had lived in until then was destroyed.


A Big Bang of thought.


‘So this memory was...’


Jaehwan realized that the Big Bang 3751 had experienced was the “Transcendence” Mulack had spoken of.


It was the moment of “Transcendence” Jaehwan himself had nearly experienced once. 3751 had passed through that moment and reached Transcendence.


The ultimate stage, capable of governing spacetime. A realm beyond 「Proof」 that reached 「Editing」, where one could wield the power of Awakening’s sixth stage.


That was Transcendence.


Then a strange question crossed Jaehwan’s mind.


He addressed the right hand that was madly repeating Stabs.


‘Why didn’t you leave the Fall of Time then?’


According to Mulack, he had been trapped inside that Fall of Time for ten billion years. Yet 3751 had crossed the threshold of “Transcendence” in just one hundred million years, gaining the power to leave the Fall of Time.


If that was true, why had Jaehwan’s soul remained trapped there for ten billion years?


[Because I could leave whenever I wanted.]


‘You could’ve left whenever you wanted?’


[No. “Escape” is the wrong word. Nothing can imprison me.]


For a moment, Jaehwan could not understand what that meant.


[It means the concept of “escape” does not exist within me.]


As Jaehwan read 3751’s memories, he understood.


Since he was never trapped, the concept of “escape” could not exist either.


Bound by nothing. Restrained by nothing.


That was Transcendence.


[The other fifteen probably thought the same way. You won’t understand, but that’s what Transcendence is. I simply couldn’t find a reason to leave that darkness.]


He could not find a reason to leave.


Had Jaehwan been trapped there for ten billion years for such a trivial reason? What on earth had those bastards been thinking...?


‘Then why did you come out now?’


[I don’t know. I wasn’t the one who brought you out. It was probably one of the other fifteen.]


At that moment, a rift formed in the air, and space began compressing again.


Was this what an antimatter bomb felt like?


Something invisible sucked in the surrounding space near Jaehwan and exploded. His body bent sharply to one side as he barely escaped the blast radius. Silver light burst from within him.


Even after dodging, it had hurt this much.


3751 cursed.


[That bastard’s no joke, is he?]


A piercing ring filled Jaehwan’s ears from an attack that transcended physical force. Wherever he dodged, space twisted grotesquely, and spears and blades sprang out.


When he avoided a spear with an acrobatic twist, another blade was already embedded where he had moved. Before he could even groan, blades pierced his thigh and side.


Jaehwan reflexively pulled out the blades and retreated.


The fragments immediately sucked in space and exploded.


Mulack’s attacks were bizarre and impossible to predict. They were the abilities of a ruler of this space.


Mulack’s power was space itself.


Distorted space exploded violently the moment it approached Jaehwan, and the damage fell squarely on his right hand.


[What a dirty bastard! Hey! How about we fight fairly with Stabs?]


Apparently Mulack could hear that voice too, because an answer came from within the warped space.


[Even after achieving Transcendence, you remain trapped by such crude sentiment. As expected, you are unfit to be Big Brother.]


Warped space spun above Mulack’s hands like circus balls.


With 3751’s help, Jaehwan stabbed at the incoming clumps of space again and again. But their numbers were growing beyond what he could handle through Stabs alone.


Just as Jaehwan used Stabs that transcended space, Mulack repeatedly hurled space that transcended space.


In the end, what decided victory was the difference in time each transcendent had endured.


Even after barely overcoming time, they were caught by it once more.


Jaehwan asked, ‘Stabbing is inefficient in this situation. Haven’t you practiced slashing?’


[You sure want a lot from me! I only know how to stab!]


‘What about the others? You said there are fifteen of you. One of them must have spent hundreds of millions of years doing nothing but slashing.’


[There is one, but you’d better not expect help from that bastard.]


Then their conversation stopped.


There were too many “space bombardments” for them to keep talking.


The pressure of the Fall of Time scattered Jaehwan’s senses, and explosions burst in succession through those openings, steadily piling damage onto him.


[You were fairly impressive, but it seems this is your limit.]


Jaehwan bit his lip.


《Big Brother》 was still 《Big Brother》. Even after Awakening this much power, he had no chance of winning.


[It seems you achieved Transcendence after investing around one hundred million years. But that is nowhere near enough.]


An enemy who could not be defeated with one hundred million years of Stabs.


Then what could possibly defeat that monster?


Jaehwan could feel the power of 3751 in his right hand gradually fading.


[Damn it. At this rate, we’re all really going to die! Is no one going to help?]


At last, 3751 shouted.


Stabs of rage followed, without even a shred of gratitude for the universe. Still, the situation did not improve much.


Just when Jaehwan began to think this was truly the end.


[Try begging. Say, “Please help me.”]


It was someone else’s voice, not 3751’s.


As if he had been waiting for it, 3751 shouted back.


[No, where the hell have you been? What’s your name, you bastard? 9974? 11753?]


[You still have a mouth on you. Are you going to beg or not?]


[Do you think I’d do something like that?]


[Then die well.]


Irritation surged through 3751, and he roared.


[You son of a bitch... If I die, you die too! Have you forgotten that this soul is the one restraint we never transcended?]


[Of course I know. I also know that I transcended the fear of death.]


[Argh! You bastard!]


[Looks like little 3751 never transcended “Fear.”]


Jaehwan thought to himself that a man who had done nothing but Stab for one hundred million years must have lost his language skills.


[Hey, first self! What are you doing? You persuade him! Tell him to help us!]


Jaehwan said nothing.


Snickering laughter echoed again.


[Looks like he forgot. Little 3751, if you’re the Jaehwan who is “best at Stabs,” then the first self is the Jaehwan with the “most pride” among us. That bastard would rather die than beg anyone.]


Compressed spaces flew toward them.


There were already too many incoming spaces to sweep away with a few Stabs.


3751 kept stabbing again and again, as though he refused to give up. He finally spoke when it became impossible to escape the space bombardment any longer.


[Ha... damn it. Help me. No, please help me! Hurry!]


A brilliant light surged from Jaehwan’s left hand.


Something was descending into his left hand.


Jaehwan did not hesitate. He allowed the descent.


[You should’ve done that from the start. Watch closely, little brats.]


A bright light bloomed around his left hand.


The shattered 「Void Sword」 was regenerating. In an instant, 「Void Sword」 regained its physical form and grew to a length with no visible end.


Mulack’s shocked expression. The pain in Jaehwan’s left hand, as though it were being torn apart molecule by molecule. The astonishing sight that unfolded when he barely steadied himself and looked ahead.


Jaehwan witnessed every moment of that miracle from the closest possible place.


His left hand moved, and a line appeared in the universe.


It was not an ordinary line segment.


It was not a line linking one point to another, but an infinite line whose beginning and end could not be known.


A technique that went beyond cutting space, cutting away the entire “history” of a universe from beginning to end.


The compressed spaces flying toward Jaehwan crumbled in the air as though they had never existed in the first place.


A voice sounded amid fragments scattering like snowflakes.


[How’s my skill, little Stab brat?]


[No way... 8741, is that you!]


As snickering laughter followed, Jaehwan was able to read the voice’s memories.


His name was 8741.


He was the Jaehwan who had spent three hundred million and two thousand years doing nothing but slashing.


* * *


Three hundred million and two thousand years of slashing in his left hand.


One hundred million years of Stabs in his right.


A feast of points and lines raced freely through space and time.


Their movements were like an abstract work being painted into existence.


Was this what the paintings of Jackson Pollock, the great artist of the Peripheral Worlds, had been like? This battle was closer to performance art than a sword dance.


Mulack’s “space bombs” could no longer find an opening through the brilliant strokes of the twin swords. Mulack’s face darkened sharply upon realizing their power no longer worked.


[This is truly unexpected. You had two transcendent beings as Clothes?]


Even while hastily compressing and firing the surrounding space, Mulack did not lose their composure.


8741, who had spent three hundred million and two thousand years slashing, spoke as if mocking Mulack.


[You look like a little brat who has lived about as long as I have, maybe a bit longer. You should surrender now.]


[Yeah, the two of us together have lived longer than you!]


Jaehwan could not hide his amazement as he watched Mulack’s lips twitch.


The sword path launched from his right hand was a realm even a Jaehwan who had spent his entire life doing nothing but Stabs would need another hundred million years of training to reach.


The sword path slashed by his left hand was a supreme realm that even Cheongheo, who had spent his entire life doing nothing but slashing, might not reach after hundreds of millions more years of training.


Yet Mulack was enduring the attacks those two swords were pouring down.


Mulack was being pushed back one-sidedly, and the battle seemed likely to end soon. Even so, that alone let Jaehwan estimate the level Mulack had reached.


A faint regret washed over him.


What if he had trained a little harder? What if he had endured that time with a little more discipline?


Could he have become as strong as them?


3751, who had read Jaehwan’s thoughts, said, [Don’t think like that. We suffered all this time so you wouldn’t become like us.]


‘...’


[If you become like us, you’ll never achieve your goal. You know that too.]


‘But...’


8741, who had been listening, spoke firmly.


[Little brat. There is no “but” or “however” here. You have to live as a human. You must.]


Maybe because he had spent three hundred million and two thousand years doing nothing but slashing, he somehow spoke like old man Cheongheo.


3751. Then 8741.


Jaehwan remembered the voice that had pulled him from the darkness of the Fall of Time. That voice had said something similar.


It had told him to remain human.


[What a shame. If you could become 《Big Brother》, you would surely become the strongest 《Big Brother》.]


Mulack’s wounded voice carried through the rain of sword strikes. Bitterness and regret both lingered in it.


[How utterly pathetic. You achieved Transcendence, yet you still cannot understand the Sublimity of this universe...]


3751 burst into mad laughter.


[What the hell are you talking about? Do you think every transcendent wants to become Big Brother? Just die already!]


The concentrated Stab 3751 unleashed pierced through the warped space and rushed toward Mulack.


In the next instant, something like a powerful barrier formed around Mulack. At the same time, 3751’s sword strike, which had seemed impossible to stop, was deflected.


Dark red sparks crackled where the strike had been blocked.


Tzzzzzz!


Jaehwan noticed that the pulse of World Force coming from those sparks did not belong to Mulack.


[You, that power...]


3751 and 8741 seemed to have felt the same thing.


As though aware of their gazes, Mulack smiled.


[Have you forgotten? Just as you are not alone, Big Brother is not just one.]


A chilling sensation passed through both Jaehwan’s hands.


The transcendents had sensed the danger faster than Jaehwan.


He turned around.


The white path he had walked through was opening once again. A thousand or so tanks floated up through the passageway. The sleeping 《Big Brother》s were waking one by one.


Could all of those things be waking up?


「Big Brothers」

Big brothers.


The energy of the 《Big Brother》s who had ruled the universe surged from the tanks all at once.
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The lance 「World Breaker」, once used by Behemoth, Lord of Hell.

The wings 「Kaiser Wing」, once used by Kairos, God of Wandering.

The Part 「Soul That Never Returns」, belonging to Becht, God of Travel.

The shield 「Guardian Iron Wall」, belonging to Schindler, Lord of Strictness.

...


Countless Parts contained within the tanks flew toward Mulack all at once.


Fortunately, it seemed the dead 《Big Brothers》 had not truly come back to life. Only the weapons they had used had awakened.


[Kid, this isn't fortunate. The situation is worse.]


8741 spoke after seeing the 《Big Brother》 weapons held in Mulack's hands. Jaehwan was also gradually grasping the situation through the Understanding shared by his left and right hands.


Those were no ordinary weapons. They were Parts containing the power of the 《Big Brothers》 who had controlled the entire 《Tree of Illusion》.


And now that Mulack had obtained them, Mulack could perfectly reproduce the abilities of every 《Big Brother》 throughout history.


[Are you prepared to witness the power of the 《Big Brothers》?]


Each weapon far surpassed even the Three Divine Artifacts.


What was more, every one of them contained a level of Transcendence equal to Mulack's.


3751 spoke.


[It's coming.]


The moment Jaehwan tensely nodded, Mulack was already right in front of him.


Lightning from 「World Breaker」 pierced through Jaehwan's opening, while flames from 「Kaiser Wing」 sealed off his range of movement.


The effect of 「Soul That Never Returns」 threw Jaehwan's sense of time and space into confusion, while 「Guardian Iron Wall」 created a barrier sturdy enough to withstand Jaehwan's Stabs and Slashes striking home.


All those weapons contained profound principles of time and space.


Mulack even possessed Deus's prototype, 「Deus Ex Machina」.


Rumbleeeee!


When 「Plausibility Destruction」, the phase added to 「Deus Ex Machina」 after Deus became a 《Big Brother》, activated, every nearby link was temporarily severed. Its effect was so powerful that even the link between Jaehwan and his two hands became unstable for a moment.


It was a wave of World Force powerful enough to disrupt the bond between the main body and its Clothes.


3751 and 8741 seemed impressed as well.


[That's insane. How many of those does he have?]

[Bad luck, kids. This won't work.]

[That's what I thought.]

[Maybe the others will help.]

[Probably. They're all idiots like you.]


Even as Jaehwan's mind swayed on the verge of collapse, he wanted to cover his ears. Yet the conversation continued.


[Stab kid. Should we try that?]

[That?]

[It looks like there are some sleeping ones. Other than you and me, everyone seems to be asleep.]

[Wait. You're saying you'll wake them all up? If this goes wrong, that one might wake up too.]


At the mention of that one, a heavy silence fell.


After thinking for a moment, 8741 snickered.


[Then this might get even more interesting.]

[Hey! Wait!]


At the same time as that shout, a bright light began shining from Jaehwan's left hand.


After hesitating for a moment, 3751 muttered through gritted teeth.


[Damn it. I don't know anymore.]


As if responding, his right hand began glowing brightly as well.


The overlapping hands soon began producing a bizarre sound, as though playing an instrument. It was not a sound any living thing could make. A discord without order or rules. A painful tone that felt capable of breaking his soul apart molecule by molecule just by hearing it.


Swept up in the sudden sea of discordance, Jaehwan could not even let out a groan.


[What are you doing?]


Mulack, who had sensed that something strange was happening, shouted back.


A moment later, voices began rushing in from somewhere.


[Goddamn it. Who set off the alarm?]

[I was sleeping so well. Why wake me up?]

[Ah, what the hell? You're already fighting?]

[If something like this was happening, you should've called me sooner.]


A violent flood of information poured into Jaehwan's mind. If his brain had possessed a physical capacity, it would have burst long ago beneath those memories.


Jaehwan lost consciousness for a moment.


* * *


...


6981.

9612.

11471.

12753.

17831.


...


54121.

59812.

61010.

63123.


...


The Clothes that had been called only by numbers.


The memories of the ten billion years those Clothes had lived were tangled in Jaehwan's mind, running wild.


[W-what is this...?]


Mulack screamed in bewilderment.


By the time Jaehwan barely came to his senses, an indescribable catastrophe of time and space was unfolding before him.


Of course, the same catastrophe was taking place inside his soul.


[I'm the left foot. I called it first.]

[Then I'm the right foot.]

[I was going to take the right foot.]

[Go over there. You can descend into the nipple.]

[Do you want to die?]

[Now, now. Don't fight.]


Jaehwan blankly looked down at his right foot tearing at his nipple.


From his little toes to the crown of his head, unknown things had descended into every part of him.


When he lowered his head, he saw his nipple twitching and beginning to speak.


[What are you looking at? You want your eyes ripped out?]


A kick containing a profound 「Setting」 erupted from his left foot, while dazzling 「Magic」 manifested from his right. His right eye released an energy beam containing the ability of 「Deus Ex Machina」, and his left eye spun 「Gestalt's Eye」 at a speed beyond comparison to before, expanding the outer bounds of the world.


World Force containing the mysterious truths of time and space even poured from his armpits like concealed weapons.


[Krrrrgh! Kyaaaaaah!]


Mulack retreated while wildly flailing at empty space.


These bizarre attacks could not be overcome even with weapons containing the powers of the 《Big Brothers》. Before the advance of the transcendent Clothes, the 《Big Brother》 Parts began smoking and exploding across the area.


There was a Jaehwan who had studied every aspect of 「Setting」 for two hundred million years, and another who had practiced only kicking for four hundred million years. One Jaehwan had focused solely on 「Deus Ex Machina」, while another had focused only on 「Gestalt's Eye」.


Every one of those Jaehwans had reached a realm within the world of Transcendence.


[Is anyone left? Is there anyone who still hasn't descended?]

[Hey. I haven't gotten in yet.]


Another transcendent one spat out a string of curses. He was the 63,123rd Jaehwan, a Jaehwan who had endlessly trained only the Setting 「Naked」.


[If someone has descended even into the armpit hair, where the hell am I supposed to descend?]


At his desperate cry, 8741 snickered and added,


[Don't worry, Naked kid. We left you exactly one spot.]

[What? Where?]


A moment later, Jaehwan felt powerful strength enter his lower body.


[It's the perfect spot for you.]

[Y-you bastards!]


Seeing his lower body shine brightly in gold, Jaehwan went pale.


The other transcendent ones each added a comment.


[Just stand straight there. You're in the way.]

[Looks good.]


Despite the teasing around him, 63123 did not seem particularly upset. If anything, satisfied World Force spread throughout Jaehwan's body, as though 63123 had settled into exactly the place he wanted.


Jaehwan felt his lower body twitch uncomfortably.


No way.


Jaehwan tried desperately to control his soul form. The transcendent ones had already seized control of his limbs, though. All that remained for Jaehwan himself was a last shred of humiliation.


Recalling the composure of one million eight hundred thousand years, Jaehwan calmly closed his mind's eye.


The next moment, golden World Force surged from Jaehwan's core alongside a fierce gust.


[I'll send you flying to the end of the universe! This is the true power of 「Naked」.]


A blast containing the power of the Setting 「Naked」.


Golden World Force shot toward Mulack and the entirety of 〈Panopticon〉. A terrifying golden storm swallowed the surrounding time and space whole.


[This paltry thing. Something this paltry...]


Mulack flailed within the golden storm.


Even Mulack, who had maintained a detached expression from beginning to end, could not remain calm this time.


[H-how can such a low-grade attack...!]

[Low-grade? Were you someone who couldn't even transcend such a filthy concept?]


The soul forms of the 「Masters」 crumbled inside the shattered tanks. Cracks spread across the screens decorating 〈Panopticon〉's inner walls, and darkness fell around them.


Amid the pitch-black darkness, 63123's booming laughter rang out.


[N-no!]


Mulack turned deathly pale, like someone who had lost everything in an instant.


[Why are you doing this? Aren't you transcendent ones? Why are you clinging so pitifully to the purpose of a mere ‘existence’?]


At that moment, Jaehwan's attack stopped.


Mulack's words had made several of the transcendent ones question themselves.


Come to think of it, why are we doing this?


We're no longer human, are we? We're not even beings.


[You don't need to help him! You have neither reason nor purpose to do so! Then why...]


Words like reason and purpose. They had long forgotten the meanings humanity had once given those words.


Even so, they were helping Jaehwan.


Why?


Why were they still moving to help the main body's purpose?


Because the main body was their master?


No.


They had never listened to the main body's words from the beginning.


Then because they would die if the main body died?


That was not it either. Most of them could not feel the fear of death.


Yet they were helping Jaehwan, almost compulsively, or perhaps instinctively.


Why?


Jaehwan had a vision of every part of his body, from head to toe, looking at him.


It felt as if all sixteen transcendent ones were staring at him.


Jaehwan could not understand the meaning of those gazes, but he felt a distant emotion.


It was, quite literally, a transcendent sorrow.


No transcendent one was a being.


But when he thought about it, they had never once been beings.


They had been Jaehwan's Clothes from the beginning.


They had been nothing more than Clothes, not the main body.


[Don't think that.]

[You've never treated us as Clothes.]

[You always asked us for advice.]

[You asked us for help.]

[Kid, we've always helped you of our own will.]


Jaehwan tried to shake his head. His neck would not move, though. Another Jaehwan had descended into his neck.


[Because of you, we met Companions.]

[Because of you, we gained memories.]

[Because of you, we lived lives.]

[We became you.]


Jaehwan felt like crying, but he could not shed tears. Other Jaehwans had descended into his eyes.


The Jaehwans continued speaking.


[We are you.]

[We transcended.]

[We lost our purpose.]

[We lost our emotions.]

[We left humanity behind.]

[We discarded Definition.]

[But we are you.]


All sixteen Jaehwans turned their gazes at once.


Precisely toward Mulack.


[Why do we help with this?]


The terrified Mulack backed away.


It was pressure enough to recreate the emotion of Fear in a transcendent one.


The sixteen Jaehwans made that possible.


[Because we are Jaehwan.]


They had always been Jaehwan. They were always Jaehwan, and there had never been a single moment when they were not Jaehwan.


Something like a drumbeat sounded in the distance. Jaehwan felt an emotion quietly seep into the depths of his soul.


It was a fragment of the stories left behind by those who had once been beings.


The discarded shells left behind by Clothes that were Jaehwan, yet not Jaehwan.


Jaehwan wept without a sound.


Yes. That was the reason. A reason more like him than anything else.


As if comforting him, the Jaehwans said,


[Because that alone makes us into beings.]
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“Hold the other side!”

“This side is still holding!”


Runald shouted as he blocked the Vicegerents breaking through the Assembly Hall’s Four Cardinal Gates.


“We’re still holding here too!”


A year earlier, after Jaehwan vanished toward the ‘end of the world,’ many things had happened in the 《Abyss》.


The gods had begun to splinter again, and powerful factions had emerged that the Committee could not control on its own.


“Move aside, you dogs of the Committee!”


Runald recognized the person forcing their way through the Assembly Hall’s gate at a glance. It was Bergetz, the God of Renown, who had ruled as the Second Site’s second most powerful god after being driven back by the Dragon God Droyan. Bergetz could not compare to the Three Ancient Gods of old, but while the other gods’ power waned, they had built up their strength and become one of the Abyss’s greatest powers, with World Force rivaling that of the former Eight Divine Thrones.


The 「White Revolutionary Corps」 led by Bergetz was a militant group of gods opposed to every policy enacted by the Committee.


“Damn it, there are too many of them!”


Runald shouted through gritted teeth. Trouble had erupted at the worst possible time, when the Committee’s strongest members, including Yu Seolha and Nameless, were away.


Karlton, who was holding back the Vicegerents at the western gate, shouted, “Everyone, hold on a little longer! The Chairperson will arrive in thirty minutes!”


“Hang in there, brat!”


Cheongheo, guarding the eastern gate, shouted at the top of his lungs as well.


A girl about Runald’s age braced him as he was gradually pushed back. Fragments of World Force rushing toward Runald bounced harmlessly off her spinning umbrella.


“I’ll help.”


Jin Eunsae, a former member of 「Rupture」. Having escaped 〈Metaverse〉 with Jaehwan’s help, Jin Eunsae was now a full-fledged member of the Committee.


Runald asked, “What about the southern gate?”


“Uncle Ethan is holding it.”


“What about Leader and Karavan?”


“We still can’t reach them.”


They were somehow holding out, but the situation was far from easy. Thirty minutes might not sound like long, but it was enough time for all of them to be wiped out and for the Assembly Hall to fall.


Runald frowned as he deflected the blades of World Force flying at him.


They’re trying to seize the Assembly Hall and establish a new 「Giant Setting」.


The Assembly Hall was an institution in the 《Abyss》 created by the Committee not long ago. Once a certain number of gods entered it, a 「Grand Assembly」 would automatically convene.


We have to stop them from opening the 「Grand Assembly」, no matter what!


The 「Giant Settings」 enacted by the 「Grand Assembly」 could exert immense influence over the entire 《Abyss》.


The Assembly Hall had been created to give every soul an equal opportunity through democracy.


Yet now it was about to be used against them. If Bergetz of the 「White Revolutionary Corps」, who advocated a worldview of might makes right, entered the Assembly Hall with their followers, the outcome was obvious.


They would reset every Giant Setting made by the Committee and rebuild an 《Abyss》 where gods wielded absolute power, as they had in the past. The years Jaehwan had spent changing the world could all be erased.


Damn it, Jaehwan-nim...


Watching the White Revolutionary Corps press forward in waves, Runald desperately thought of his god.


It had already been a year since Jaehwan left.


Everyone in the 《Abyss》 expected Jaehwan to fail. Like Mulack, they believed Jaehwan would never return.


Runald thought differently.


Even if he has grown weaker... I can still faintly feel Jaehwan-nim’s power. He must be somewhere in that distant sky.


Runald believed in Jaehwan.


Whether it took one year or ten, Jaehwan would accomplish it someday. Even if everyone else failed, Jaehwan alone would reach the end of the world.


Even if his conviction was wrong, even if this world never changed, Jaehwan would never give up until the very end.


Runald missed that Jaehwan terribly.


Jaehwan-nim.


Runald thought.


Wouldn’t this world have been more peaceful if Jaehwan had never gone up?


If he had stayed in the 《Abyss》 and continued ruling the world, unjust factions pursuing greater World Force and greater desire would never have appeared.


“Aaaagh!”


Committee members screamed as they were pushed back by the gods’ forces. Runald had been driven all the way to the threshold of the Four Cardinal Gates. He and Jin Eunsae desperately defended the gate, but they had reached their limit.


Leaning against the Assembly Hall’s gate, Runald bit his lip.


“Jaehwan-nim could sweep all these bastards away with a single Stab...”


Runald resentfully looked up at the sky where Jaehwan had vanished.


That was when it happened.


Something suddenly flashed down from the sky, followed by thunder that seemed to pierce heaven and earth.


The Assembly Hall’s walls collapsed, and horrible screams filled the air.


“Aaaaargh!”


Cheongheo and Karlton’s warnings rang out as well.


“Runald, get down!”


Runald could not get down. All he could do was stare blankly at the sky.


The sky flickered as though day and night had confused their places. It pulsed at regular intervals, like a massive lightbulb. Only after several more crashes of thunder did Runald finally come back to his senses.


A dreadful silence had fallen.


The area around the Assembly Hall had become a ruin.


Neither Bergetz, the God of Renown, nor their nearly thousand followers could be seen. A mere few lightning strikes had completely annihilated those powerful gods.


“What? What happened?”

“Runald! Eunsae! Are you all right?”


Cheongheo and Karlton, who had each defended the Assembly Hall’s eastern and western gates, ran toward the northern gate where Runald stood. They seemed just as bewildered by the sudden event. Everyone wore stunned expressions.


After calmly looking around, they spotted Bergetz’s Vicegerent, reduced to ashes by lightning.


For lightning carrying such power to strike out of nowhere, someone would have to punch holes in the sky itself.


But was there still a god in the 《Abyss》 powerful enough to do that?


As they stared blankly at one another, a strange light passed through their eyes almost at the same time.


“Could this be...?”

“Wait, no way?”


Their gazes turned toward the same place.


Other than the unsettling aura hanging over it, though, there was nothing unusual in the sky.


Cheongheo and Karlton shrugged as they looked at each other. Runald alone continued staring upward.


Cheongheo asked, “Brat, do you see something?”


“Runald?”


Of everyone there, only Runald had formed a link with Jaehwan. Runald’s eyes shook violently. Cheongheo looked ready to press him after realizing something was terribly wrong, but Karlton shook his head.


There was no point rushing him. Runald was clearly out of his mind.


How much time passed?


Runald slowly opened his mouth.


“An eye...”


“An eye? What about an eye?”


Despite Cheongheo’s urgent voice, Runald could not explain what he was seeing. Something utterly unbelievable was unfolding before him.


A massive eye, bleeding profusely in agony.


Huge holes scattered around it.


Lightning made of World Force bursting through those holes.


And an unbelievable sight of something falling.


Runald tried again and again to explain the incomprehensible scene, but his voice would not come out. Tears repeatedly blurred his vision. Only after he forced down his ragged breathing and moistened his dry lips did Runald finally manage to squeeze out the words.


“Jaehwan-nim did it.”


* * *


Jaehwan could barely hear now. Both arms had gone numb, and his legs felt as though they were floating somewhere in midair rather than standing. He could not trust what he saw, nor could he trust what he smelled.


Debris from ruptured time and space drifted endlessly around him.


[You really are incredible.]

[Who would have thought you could endure all our power?]


The transcendent ones who had descended into Jaehwan’s body sounded exhausted as well. Almost no World Force remained in Jaehwan’s soul. He had used every last grain of World Force, like wringing the final drop of water from a dry rag. If the transcendent ones had not shared their power with him, Jaehwan would have struggled even to remain standing.


The problem was that the transcendent ones’ strength was nearly exhausted too.


[At this rate, we’ll all perish together.]


8741, who had settled into Jaehwan’s left hand, snickered.


[You never know until we see it through. That bastard is in no shape to keep fighting either.]


Mulack stood across from Jaehwan, staggering in a form much like his own. Mulack’s entire body was so ruined it could only be described as half-destroyed. Their soul form hung in tatters like a rag full of holes, and a Part of Deus had replaced the place where their left arm once was. Both legs had been crudely replaced with Parts left behind by former 《Big Brothers》, while World Force continued pouring from their torn abdomen.


Mulack squinted their blinded eye and smiled.


[Impressive.]


Despite being in that state, Mulack was strong. Hundreds of weapons left behind by former 《Big Brothers》 still floated behind them, and the World Force saturating the area around them had not diminished at all.


Mulack slowly raised their mechanized arm. Just as Jaehwan gathered his strength again, expecting another Space Bombardment, Mulack spoke.


[Jaehwan-nim, how about we call a truce here? I believe you have vented your anger enough. I have also seen enough of your power.]


“What are you trying to do?”


[I will recognize you as the new 《Big Brother》. More precisely, I mean all the transcendent ones, including Jaehwan-nim.]


The noisy transcendent ones fell silent at the unexpected offer. Even Jaehwan could not help but be shaken.


Perhaps the transcendent ones within his soul agreed with Mulack’s words. If both sides would perish together, accepting Mulack’s offer might be the wiser choice.


Jaehwan did not think for long.


“No.”


Voices erupted in his mind.


[That’s the main body for you.]

[What? Again?]

[See? I told you I was right.]

[I thought this time would be different...]

[It’s been ten billion years, and you still don’t know what kind of ‘Clothes’ the main body is?]


Then there were even these voices.


[Hey, whoever lost that bet with me, hurry up and switch places! You descend into this upright part this time!]

[Ha, damn it...]

[Oh? Looks like the Stab rookie got picked this time.]


Apparently, some of them had even made bets.


All these idiots are me? Jaehwan shook his head.


In the distance, he saw Mulack’s lips move.


[Why?]


“If you’ve transcended everything, you should know why I’m doing this.”


[You have not even become a 《Big Brother》 yet. You do not know what role a 《Big Brother》 plays. You can reject it after you try it...]


“No.”


[Simply saying no is not a reason.]


Anger gradually filled Mulack’s eyes.


[I will ask again. Why?]


Jaehwan did not answer. More precisely, he could not.


There were too many reasons. They were too deep, too difficult to explain.


The current Jaehwan was the sum of all those reasons. The answer was already there.


[Do you simply want to destroy the System? Is that it? Could you possibly still hold such childish, violent fantasies?]


“...”


[Listen to me. If you had experienced Transcendence, you would surely be different now. You understand nothing. You do not understand what a 《Big Brother》 is, what kind of place 〈Panopticon〉 is, or what the System means.]


“At least I know one thing. If you transcend, you end up like this.”


The transcendent ones’ voices chattered noisily in his mind.


For some reason, Jaehwan felt like a child showing off before a group of elders, but he did not care.


Mulack did not speak for a long time, perhaps shocked. Maybe Jaehwan’s ignorant words had touched a fragment of the being still lingering deep within Mulack’s soul.


[You know nothing about Transcendence. Those who know nothing should not speak of it that way.]


Their voice carried deep rage and regret. Mulack truly believed it.


[The same applies to the System. This world, optimized to cultivate 《Big Brothers》, is the result of countless former 《Big Brothers》 innovating and reforming it. It is more stable than any other world, with a lower risk of collapse. Every being has already adapted deeply to the System and lives with their own measure of satisfaction. You want to destroy the System? What you are doing now is trampling on all their lives and free will.]


Jaehwan thought for a moment before answering.


“Maybe.”


[What do you mean, “Maybe”? Ha. I never thought I would have to borrow such an inferior language to say something like this, but... do you even know what happens when the System is destroyed?]


Then voices rang through Jaehwan’s mind all at once.


[Destruction.]


Footnotes:





Chapter 249 - Episode 31. Big Brother (14)

Chapter 249: Episode 31. Big Brother (14)

──────


[Destruction.]

[Destruction.]

[Destruction.]

[Destruction.]


Too loud, Jaehwan thought.


Then Mulack spoke.


[Destruction is coming to the world.]


The voice sounded almost comical.


[And you still intend to destroy the System?]


Jaehwan nodded.


[Why? Why are you still entertaining such a ridiculous idea?]


“Because I’m human.”


Human.


At Jaehwan’s answer, the transcendent ones began chattering amongst themselves again.


Cool. Amazing. Pathetic. Crazy bastard. Delusional freak. And so on.


Mulack’s expression was difficult to read. Mulack seemed to be mocking Jaehwan, yet at the same time, seemed to pity him.


[Human... Do you still think of yourself as human?]


Mulack’s narrowed eyes gleamed sharply, as if they could pierce straight through Jaehwan.


[Even if you never underwent Transcendence, you survived more than a million years by yourself. What human could do such a thing? No human can endure that much time while remaining “human.”]


“...”


[You are already a System. To endure all those years, you turned your Mentality into a System. You divided your Clothes, then maintained the System through their cultivation and transcendence. An ecosystem equal to an entire universe has already been completed within you. Yet you still pretend to be human? What do you think a human is?]


The question cruelly gouged at Jaehwan’s heart. During the two million years he had endured alone, Jaehwan had asked himself that question thousands, tens of thousands of times.


Was he really still human?


What was a human?


Every human asked themselves that question at least once between birth and death. Jaehwan had contemplated it in the darkness.


He had spent countless years thinking about it.


At first, he approached the matter through the fragments of scientific knowledge he knew.


Human.


An intelligent animal that uses language and tools. A primate. One that walks upright on two legs, and...


Of course, that could never be an answer.


So Jaehwan changed his perspective.


Existentialism. Structuralism. Post-structuralism...


Complex ideas left behind by countless philosophers swept through his mind. The Fall of Time had allowed him to conduct thought experiments comparable to the accumulated wisdom of all humanity. Yet no “human” had lived as long as Jaehwan had. In the end, he had to think beyond the ideas of the philosophers before him, using his own thoughts and his own language.


Then, from that untouched void, the answer suddenly came to him.


“I don’t know what a human is.”


It was a simple, violent, innocent answer.


Perhaps it was only a calm statement of fact.


“But I am thinking about what a human is.”


At the end of that statement, Jaehwan instinctively recognized that he was human.


“Therefore, I am human.”


A human was one who pondered what a human was.


That was the answer Jaehwan, who had lived through ten billion years alongside his Clothes, had reached.


Mulack burst out laughing.


[After thinking for more than a million years, that is your answer? Such a crude and cowardly evasion? By your logic, even the transcendent ones can become human. Why would you say something so stupid...]


Yet Mulack was the only one laughing.


None of Jaehwan’s Clothes present there criticized his answer as cowardly or crude.


Quite the opposite.


[Thank you.]


A single sentence returned through the heavy silence. Jaehwan could feel the hearts of the transcendent ones, his Clothes, in that solemn voice.


Perhaps Mulack noticed something only then, because Mulack ground their teeth.


[Is that why you gave such an answer?]


The fight began again.


Perhaps Mulack had resolved to kill Jaehwan at any cost. Mulack was now concentrating all the power that had been held back until then.


The transcendent ones dwelling throughout Jaehwan’s body responded desperately, but even so, the assault was difficult to withstand. Mulack was throwing everything into it.


As if realizing things could not continue like this, one of the transcendent ones spoke.


[Hey, main body. There’s exactly one way we can win. We might all die as the price, though...]

[Hey, wait, that’s...]

[Let’s just tell him. He treats us like humans, doesn’t he?]

[You fell for sweet talk like that...!]


The voice continued.


[There’s one of us who hasn’t descended yet. I didn’t want to say it until the end, but... Well, consider it repayment.]


Jaehwan tried to ask who they meant.


Before he could, a child’s voice rang out.


[I could help you, if you want.]


Unlike the other transcendent ones, the voice felt as if it were squeezing his entire cerebral cortex.


[Damn it, it appeared!]

[Aaaah!]

[66666!]


The terrified transcendent ones trembled throughout Jaehwan’s body.


Did ranks exist even among them?


These were beings who had reached Transcendence, yet they were making this much of a fuss.


At the same time, a flood of memories rushed into Jaehwan’s mind.


There were quite a few gaps in his memories of those ten billion years. Was this one the reason?


Memory fragments spanning three billion years.


His vision turned pure white, then returned. Again and again. Amid terrible nausea, Jaehwan felt the flow of space and time twist. The vastness of the memories that had surged in all at once made the world spin around him.


Memories vast enough to sweep away his entire sense of self.


As Jaehwan’s ego began to scatter in the overwhelming wave of memories, 8741 held him together.


[Brat, get a grip. You’ll get swept away if you’re not careful.]


With 8741’s help, Jaehwan barely maintained his identity as he drove Dokbul into the ground.


Only then did he learn the name of the one who had created this wave of memories.


66666.


That was the name of a Jaehwan who had lived for three billion years.


8741 snickered.


[This one is the strongest among us.]


Three billion years alone.


How could that even be possible?


Yet whether it was possible or not, the memories crashing into him proved the history of those three billion years. Like the other Jaehwans, 66666 was a transcendent one who had endured three billion years by training only one thing.


Jaehwan had no difficulty learning which Setting 66666 had trained. In fact, he had been wondering why no one had trained that Setting.


If it was this one...


After glimpsing the memories, Jaehwan was certain. If 66666 helped him, he might truly be able to win.


No, perhaps it would be more than simply winning...


[I’ll ask again. Do you want my help?]


When 66666 asked, every other transcendent one fell silent as if they had agreed beforehand. Perhaps they respected the years 66666 had lived. Perhaps they feared him.


Either way, one thing was certain. He was stronger than all the other transcendent ones combined.


I want your help. Can you help me?


[There’s a price.]


An unexpected answer.


As Jaehwan relived the loneliness of three billion years rushing toward him, he felt a sense of foreboding. What could someone who had survived three billion years possibly be thinking?


He was curious, but he did not want to know.


Even so, he had to ask.


What is the price?


[I want your soul.]


He wanted his soul?


Jaehwan tilted his head.


This was not some demon from a classic novel. What was that supposed to mean?


Besides, this was one of his own Clothes.


What does that mean?


Then 66666 answered.


[I want to become you.]


* * *


“Until only a few years ago, the 《Chaos》 where we lived was a graveyard for losers. It was a world for those who feared the small destruction before their eyes and closed their eyes to the greater absurdity. 《Chaos》 was such a place.”


The instructor’s voice rang out among several hundred trainees. Every one of them looked aflame with hope and passion.


The instructor looked over those faces one by one before continuing.


“But now, things are different.”


Though the instructor had repeated this same speech many times, pride still filled the voice. Looking fondly at every trainee, the instructor continued.


“Because you are here, carrying on that person’s will.”


A few trainees who received that gaze looked moved. It made sense.


They had seized a new opportunity.


They now stood at the entrance to another world.


As if blessing them, the instructor offered a tribute.


“Even if the world is destroyed tomorrow, today I will perform one Stab. Those were the words Jaehwan-nim left behind when he was in 《Chaos》.”


Normally, applause should have erupted around this point.


But the trainees of this class seemed somewhat different. Murmurs spread through the crowd.


“Did the Sole King really say that?”

“Instructor James-nim is famous for making things up.”

“Ugh, that tired old routine.”

“Instructor-nim! Did you really know Jaehwan-nim?”


Instructor James scratched near his lips. This was the first time something like this had happened. Then he gave a bitter smile.


“It’s true.”


James of the northern checkpoint.


He was the guard who had inspected Jaehwan on the day Jaehwan first visited Gorgon Fortress.


At James’s response, the trainees’ eyes lit up like children asking about someone’s first love. Questions soon poured in from every direction.


Was every legend about Jaehwan-nim true? Had Jaehwan-nim really torn the sky with Stab?


James answered some questions and admitted he did not know the answer to others.


Perhaps because he was talking about those days for the first time in a while, a strange longing entered James’s expression.


But when the final question came, his face stiffened slightly.


“Instructor-nim, why didn’t you leave for the Abyss with Jaehwan-nim?”


James slowly looked around the crowd.


The one who had asked was a young trainee with an oddly bold expression. James quietly studied the trainee’s face, then let out a soft sigh. He looked down at the ground, then up at the sky.


In a quiet voice, he confessed.


“Because I was too much of a coward back then, I couldn’t trust Jaehwan-nim. Perhaps that was simply the limit of who I was.”


The trainees murmured again at Instructor James’s honest words. Some looked a little disappointed, while others looked stirred up instead.


James silently looked toward the distant sky and continued.


“But as I said before, I believe you will be different. That is why you perform Stabs too. One day, you may truly pierce this ‘world’ and see what I could not. Now, everyone. With what spirit did I tell you to perform Stabs?”


“As if the world itself were ending!”


The trainees’ powerful cry rang out. Training resumed to the calls of the assistant instructors.


“One, two. One, two.”


With the regularly ringing calls, several hundred trainees repeatedly performed Stabs in unison. Whenever James called a new command, the tempo and force of their Stabs changed.


Light Stab.

Normal Stab.

Hard Stab.


These were the basic forms of Stab collectively known as the Jaehwan Three Swords. They were called basic forms, but it was difficult to find an Awakened One in 《Chaos》 who had perfectly mastered them.


“Hard Stab!”


James’s practiced Hard Stab pierced the sky. A booming crash followed, and something like a thin path appeared in the heavens. A considerable amount of cloud had been scattered in fragments above it.


It was pitiful destructive power for a Hard Stab, but it was enough to impress the trainees, who knew no better.


“Got it? That’s how you do it.”


James shrugged.


“For reference, Jaehwan-nim could change the scenery of the sky with just a Normal Stab.”


Murmurs spread among the trainees again.


“He changed the sky with a Normal Stab?”

“Was he even human?”


Training continued. Some trainees let their enthusiasm run ahead of their ability and had already begun practicing the next course on their own.


James caught those trainees one by one and scolded them.


“Hey, you! I said not to stab at the sky like that! I told you to practice Light Stab, so why are you over there practicing World Stab?”


World Stab.


The ultimate secret of the technique Jaehwan had left behind, a terrifying Stab said to be able to create rifts in the sky.


A few trainees peeked around, trying to find out who had gone ahead on their own.


Then...


“What, it’s that guy again?”


The trainees soon clicked their tongues.


Come to think of it, something similar had happened before.


The day Jaehwan descended into the empty air of 《Chaos》 through a massive screen.


The day everyone in 《Chaos》 shared their World Force with Jaehwan, that trainee had also been stabbing toward the sky and shouted something like this.


“I, I did World Stab! I tore the world!”


James yelled as he struck the troublesome trainee on the head.


“You brat! I told you to practice Light Stab, and you’re doing this again...”

“But I really did it! Look! I pierced the world again!”

“You were saying the same nonsense last time too...”


That was when someone let out a shocked cry.


“W-what is that?”


At the sound of something cracking, everyone looked up at the sky.


The instructors and trainees alike.


Crack, crack, crack, crack.


Would the sky look like that if it took tens of thousands of World Stabs?


Ominous fissures were spreading across the entire sky. As if the world were about to be destroyed, everyone swallowed nervously.


Then, a moment later.


Something like a long shadow appeared between the fissures.


“That is...!”


A branch-like object tore through the sky.


Something swayed from the end of that branch, and then small particles began to fall.


Only after a moment did everyone in 《Chaos》 realize what they were.


Golden rain was falling.


Some had never experienced that rain before. Others had experienced it once, nine hundred years ago.


Either way, the thought that came to the minds of all humanity upon seeing it was the same.


Beautiful.


Treasure containing the life they had wished for.


Fruit was falling from the sky like rain.
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Most people stood dazed before the fantastic sight. Some eagerly rose onto their toes and jumped in place toward the sky again and again.


Yet there was one thing neither those swept up in emotion nor those burning with the desire to live had noticed.


The cracks in the sky were still widening.


At that moment, the ministers of 《Carpe Diem》, the central city of 《Chaos》, were looking up at the same sight.


As they watched the sky, which looked ready to collapse at any moment, everyone, including Yulhen and Cayman, knew Jaehwan had finally accomplished his goal.


Jaehwan.


That was why they were afraid. If that stubborn, unyielding man had finally won, only one ending could await this world.


They prayed desperately. They prayed that the ending Jaehwan had longed for would not take the form they imagined.


They prayed, and prayed again.


* * *


There was an expression, “a magical sight.”


It was an idiom used in worlds without magic when one encountered a phenomenon too beautiful to comprehend.


Then what should such a sight be called in a world where magic already existed?


No one could provide an answer. Those who had transcended language saw no reason to describe the scene before them, while Jaehwan, trapped within language, could find no words for it.


So all Jaehwan could do was...


“Ah.”


Lamentably, that small exclamation was all he managed.


As though sharing his feelings, 3751 and 8741 added their own comments.


[He really is a monster.]

[He is the one who endured three billion years alone.]


Before them, the armaments of the 《Big Brothers》 shattered all at once. At the instant shock burst from Mulack’s gaping mouth, black energy flowing from Dokbul swallowed everything around them.


It looked as though a vast night were rolling in.


The entirety of the 《Tree of Illusion》 was covered in darkness in an instant. When the darkness lifted, it was all over.


It was the power of 「Fall」, honed for three billion years.


[Ugh, ugh, ugh... ?]


Mulack’s soul form was breaking apart.


Not one of the 《Big Brother》 weapons Mulack had been so proud of remained. The same was true of the 〈Panopticon〉, which Mulack had managed so carefully. Only silver fragments of the Masters were scattered around the shattered tanks, while more than eighty percent of the screens had either broken or stopped functioning.


[You do not, you do not know what you have done. What will become of this world now...]


Mulack was crying.


Yet the truly strange thing was not that Mulack was crying.


Jaehwan silently looked down at Mulack, who was struggling to breathe.


“Are you happy?”


Mulack’s expression twisted strangely.


The sensation of gravity shifted with a lurch. The gravity control device responsible for the 〈Panopticon〉 had malfunctioned.


Mulack crawled toward the edge of the 〈Panopticon〉. Bracing against the slanted floor, Mulack sat at the very edge, gave a small cough that brought up something silver, and stared beyond the broken wall.


[It is a sight that can only be seen from here.]


Jaehwan staggered toward Mulack. Through the broken eyes of the 〈Panopticon〉, the entirety of the 《Tree of Illusion》 came into view. More precisely, it was too vast to see with the eyes, so perhaps it was more accurate to say he felt it.


Jaehwan thought,


So this was what the Tree I climbed looked like.


Was this how the first person to behold the outer shape of the planet they had lived on must have felt?


Magnificent and sublime were not enough to describe it. A colossal tree had rooted itself through the whole world, perhaps the whole universe.


A tree with bare branches and roots that resembled those branches exactly.


A great tree that held the scenery of every world within its frail body stood there.


That tree was collapsing.


From its roots to its branches, everything that made up the Tree of Illusion was slowly heading toward extinction. Parched roots crumbled one by one, and weakened branches snapped in the empty air.


[I have watched this Tree for a very long time. I protected it for a long time, and struggled desperately to climb it.]


“Mulack.”


Jaehwan started to say something, then closed his mouth again.


Mulack continued.


[After so many years, I finally arrived here. I thought that once I came here, I would know everything. I thought I would find the answer I had searched for.]


As he listened, Jaehwan thought that perhaps a transcendent one had not truly transcended everything after all. Someone who had transcended everything could not possibly hold such feelings.


Perhaps every transcendent one had at least one thing they could never transcend.


For 3751, who had practiced Stab for one hundred million years, it was the fear of death. For 8741, who had spent 300,002,000 years performing slashing attacks, it was scorn for the world. For 66666, who had lent him the power of 「Fall」, it was the desire to become real.


And for Mulack now, it was...


[I truly wanted to create a good world. That was all.]


Jaehwan thought.


What was a good world?


Did such a thing truly exist?


As if Mulack knew what he was asking, Mulack said,


[I do not know either. But I kept thinking about it. Just as you did.]


Jaehwan thought that perhaps “Transcendence” was not learning the answer, but losing the answer forever.


Having lost everything at the end of the road, Mulack somehow looked free.


Was it resignation? Or liberation?


Jaehwan could not guess what Mulack felt at the end of that road.


“There is something I want to ask.”


At the end of this road, Jaehwan found a question he had forgotten.


A question no one had been able to answer.


A question only Mulack could answer.


“What exactly is the 「First Nightmare」?”


The mysterious words Mulack had left behind in Mulack’s Tower.


「First Nightmare」.


Even as he solved every other mystery, Jaehwan had never discovered what the 「First Nightmare」 was.


At first, he thought it might mean the Fall of Time. Then he thought it might mean the 〈Panopticon〉. Even now, he still somewhat believed that.


But he was not certain. Something felt missing.


The 〈Panopticon〉 could control a world, but it could not create one. If Mulack’s claim was true, every Tower was an imitation of the First Nightmare.


Then what had created this world first?


[The First Nightmare.]


The madness that flashed through Mulack’s eyes made Jaehwan tense.


A final flame burned in the eyes of the dying Dream Demon.


[That place is the home of every “Tower.” It is the most terrible nightmare in the world, and the origin of every tower known as a Tower of Nightmares.]


Mulack coughed several times before continuing.


[That place is never as easy as this world.]


“Not easy?”


[That is right. There is no obvious, symbolic “eye” like this one, and no way to know who leads the world. The System is not visible. Everything is absurd, everything is unreasonable, yet no one notices. Above all, Jaehwan does not exist there.]


Jaehwan could not understand what that meant.


Mulack’s mad voice even sounded eerie. With foamy silver blood bubbling from their mouth, Mulack raised their voice.


[Now, now Jaehwan will understand as well... I wanted to stop the descent of that nightmare. I wanted to repair this flimsy System, maintain obvious cultivation, and make them drunk on those dreams by multiplying exaggerated Unique Worlds, so that I could stop the destruction that was coming at last...]


Mulack’s soul form scattered in the middle of the outpouring.


Disbelief and confusion filled Mulack’s eyes.


Jaehwan was startled.


Mulack had been nearing extinction, but not so near that Mulack should have vanished immediately.


Then why?


“Adults talk too much.”


Jaehwan felt his lips move on their own.


Someone else was speaking in Jaehwan’s voice.


Then he saw the blade of the Void Sword that had pierced the place where Mulack’s heart had been.


It was Jaehwan himself who had destroyed Mulack.


More precisely, it was the “Clothes” possessing him.


Mulack, scattering into silver light, moved their lips.


That was the end.


Jaehwan clenched his lips and asked,


“What are you doing?”


He had not heard the important answer yet, and rage rose to its peak within him. Only Mulack could answer his questions. Yet his Clothes had just killed Mulack.


Then Jaehwan’s lips moved by themselves once more.


“You promised, didn’t you? I’m going to become you now.”


So it was this one after all.


The promised time of resignation had come.


“I waited too long. Three billion years.”


66666.


His Clothes, which had trained 「Fall」 for three billion years.


Jaehwan had made a promise. If 66666 lent him power, he would grant the request.


And that request was to become Jaehwan in Jaehwan’s place.


“All right.”


Jaehwan closed his eyes.


Yes. This should be enough.


His vision soon narrowed, and his consciousness seemed to take a step back.


Jaehwan realized he was no longer “Jaehwan.” Perhaps his name was now something like 66667. But he had definitely been Jaehwan, and he had lived as Jaehwan.


He thought that was enough.


Then 66666 spoke.


“That is enough? Really? Are you giving up already?”


Giving up?


“You have not achieved your goal yet.”


Jaehwan wondered whether this one was mocking him, then answered.


What are you talking about? You are the one who made me give up. You are taking my soul...


“What nonsense are you saying? I need you. You are the only one who knows the world the Little Prince traveled through. Big Sis told me so.”


It made no sense.


What did the Little Prince have to do with anything?


And who was that big sis?


“Did I make it too difficult? Adults’ language is too difficult... Fine, let me put it this way. You have not reached the 「First Nightmare」 yet. Right?”


Jaehwan’s neck stiffened.


Do you know what the 「First Nightmare」 is...


“I need you if I am to go there. A companion for the journey. You could say I need a ‘fox.’”


What are you talking about?


“I am taming you. Just as you once tamed me, I am taming you too.”


Explain it so I can understand.


“I need you.”


I am only Clothes now.


“That's not true. You call me Jaehwan, and I call you Jaehwan too. You are still Jaehwan.”


At that moment, Jaehwan felt the shape of his vision change.


The sensations of his soul form returned. Every sense was alive again, as though he were still the “first body.”


“I said I wanted to become you, but I never forced you to become Clothes. I am only telling you to become one with me. It is not as if I would really steal your soul. I am you.”


66666 continued.


“A human without Clothes is not human. A human is only the sum of all their Clothes.”


Jaehwan suddenly looked around.


Why was it that only then could he see the transcendent ones who had been invisible until now?


At last, he saw the true forms of the “Clothes.”


Jaehwan faced fifteen transcendent ones.


[Yes, you can see us now.]


That one simple sentence made his chest ache.


It was them.


These were the “selves” who had fought beside “him.”


The ones who had endured eons of time together.


[Goodbye, Jaehwan.]

[That little brat has finally fulfilled his wish, so this is as far as we go together.]


Jaehwan wanted to ask what that meant.


[Ha ha. The place you are going now is that kind of place. We cannot set foot in that world. Only you and that little brat can go. That is the kind of place it is.]

[We are talking about the 「First Nightmare」.]

[Oh, you poor thing. If I were you, I would never go with him.]


You are not coming with me?


[Brat, we cannot go with you. We were not born there. Only you and that little brat were born there.]


Jaehwan did not understand their words well, but he understood at least one thing.


They had to part ways now.


They had only just met.


It felt strange.


He had gone through countless farewells, but he had never felt this way before.


The transcendent ones looked at one another and smiled. They wore expressions as though they already knew what Jaehwan would say.


Perhaps that was only natural.


They were Jaehwan himself.


They already knew each other’s hearts without needing words.


[Do not look at us like that. We have lived too long.]

[Too long to exist as humans.]


A cold ache spread through his chest.


Jaehwan held back the feeling and listened to the Clothes. One by one, they spoke to him.


[I envy you.]

[Existence itself. Sometimes, I miss it terribly.]

[Do not lose that feeling.]

[Even if you have no strength.]

[Even if you have no wisdom.]

[Even if you lose hope.]

[Even if you fall into despair.]

[Do not lose that feeling.]


Jaehwan had no way to bear the emotions swelling within him.


He could not understand every word they said, yet he could hear their hearts.


He felt the space and time around them disappearing.


The power of 「Fall」 was spreading even to the highest level of the 《Tree of Illusion》. Of course, its influence extended to Jaehwan himself as well.


Memories spanning ten billion years were disappearing one by one.


Wait. There's still something I haven't said. There are so many things I haven't asked.


Where am I going now?


What do you know?


You...


The First Nightmare...


But time came like death.


The time that had given him these “Clothes” was now taking those “Clothes” away from him again.


I don't want to forget. Not a single one of them.


Even so.


Jaehwan’s body gradually grew smaller.


As though he were returning from adulthood to childhood. The memories of ten billion years faded into the distance. Before he knew it, Jaehwan’s body had become that of a child around ten years old.


As though that had been Jaehwan’s first form all along.


Ten-year-old Jaehwan listened to the voice coming from his own mouth.


“Isn’t it strange? The end of this 「Branch」, where one can learn every secret of the world, looks so much like the 「Root」 in those Peripheral Worlds. It is almost as if there is no way to tell which is the Branch and which is the Root...”


Together with that voice, Jaehwan looked at the collapsing 《Tree of Illusion》.


Withered branches and desolate roots.


A plain trunk connected those branches and roots.


A tree standing alone forever in its gaunt body.


It truly was a lonely tree.


In crushing loneliness, Jaehwan closed his eyes.


This world no longer existed. His part was over.


Yet why did it feel as though nothing had ended?


Something like wind brushed past him from somewhere. Ancient hatred and rage unraveled through the wind like a tangled thread.


The leafless 《Tree of Illusion》 trembled mournfully.


Then no sound could be heard.


His world met its quiet destruction that way.


Footnotes:
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「I wanted to see a story that was utterly impossible. I wanted to see an impossible story create a reality where it could become possible. Perhaps that is why this novel belongs to the modern fantasy genre.」


―From the afterword to 『The World After the Fall』


* * *


Destruction was always happening everywhere. Few people witnessed it, warned others, and asked for help.


Most people did not listen to those warnings. To them, some forms of destruction were not destruction at all.


Calling that destruction is a joke.


Some kinds of destruction were too small and trivial to be called destruction.


Yet sometimes, people died because of such trivial destruction.


Ten-year-old Jaehwan was one of those caught in that small destruction.


“Don't come any closer! I'll call the police!”


“I said I was taking him. What right do you have to stop me? Do you even earn any money? Or...”


“Jaehwan is my child!”


The shouting made Jaehwan's head hurt.


Where am I?


Jaehwan raised his small, ten-year-old body. His soft cheek, stuck to the little floor desk, stretched out before peeling away with a loud smack.


Workbooks lay scattered across the desk. Equations from the four arithmetic operations, along with scribbles, were spread over them in a disorderly mess.


They were not simple scribbles. They were drawings with a certain shape.


Jaehwan stared silently at them. He could not make sense of the drawings, but as he looked at them for a long time, he began to see their rules one by one.


A skinny man was holding something like a sword, using it to tear apart the problems and equations in the workbook.


Jaehwan blankly traced the drawing with his fingers.


Then memories flashed through his mind.


They came from somewhere beyond even the word distant. They shook the ten-year-old Jaehwan's mind, battered his sanity, and made his eyes roll back.


What is this? Why am I here?


What about Big Brother? What about Mulack?


Where is this?


......


I see. This place.


......


This is the 「First Nightmare」.


First Nightmare?


What was that again?


Clutching his head with both hands, Jaehwan felt his mind slipping apart.


His ten-year-old lungs heaved, and the room spun around him. At first, it seemed like illusions were flying through the air. Then he realized the objects in the house were actually floating.


A sharp scream rang out along with the crash of shattering glass.


Jaehwan looked down at a broken piece of plate.


A shard as sharp as a blade.


One word surfaced in his mind.


Stab.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan gripped the shard. A cut appeared between his small palms.


It hurt. But it was not painful.


“Ahhh! Let go! I said let go!”


The woman's scream rang out again.


Jaehwan looked toward its source. A woman he did not know stood there.


A woman he did not know.


“Mom.”


The word slipped from Jaehwan's mouth before he knew it. A moment later, he recoiled in shock at the fact that he had said it.


Mom? Did I have a mom?


I...


I was alone for ten billion years.


With his head throbbing as if it would split open, Jaehwan approached the woman with the plate shard in hand.


A man stood over her, threatening her with a raised chair. Jaehwan could not see the man's face clearly.


He moved closer.


Soon, the man's face came into view.


Ah.


Young Jaehwan froze in place as electricity raced through his entire body.


This...


His head hurt.


His grip tightened around the plate shard.


The man's face had no eyes, nose, or mouth.


Tiny numbers covered it, as though someone had meticulously edited over his face in a video.


Jaehwan remembered the equations written on his desk moments ago. He struggled to recall what they were called.


That face is an equation. That face is...


The System.


Jaehwan screamed and rushed forward without realizing it.


The woman's pale face. The man stumbling back in surprise.


His right arm driving forward with all its strength. Someone screaming. A strange smile curling over his lips.


I did it. I did it.


I killed 《Big Brother》.


A moment later, Jaehwan's entire body stiffened.


Big Brother? What is that?


The screams blended together into a single ringing in his ears.


The world lurched for a moment. When he came back to his senses, someone was holding him tightly from behind.


It was his mother's embrace.


His mother's embrace, which he had not felt in so long.


Held in her arms, Jaehwan swayed like a doll with its strings cut.


The man had collapsed to the floor, blood streaming from his arm.


The man's shriek.


The man's wound.


Blood running down between the torn flesh.


As though he had suddenly remembered something, Jaehwan looked down at the hand holding the plate shard.


The blood-soaked palm of a ten-year-old child.


Why?


The question twisted fiercely through his mind.


Why isn't it silver?


“Jaehwan, ah, Jaehwan!”


Not knowing what else to say, the woman only called her bloodied son's name as she held him.


Jaehwan raised his head with a vacant expression.


“Mom.”


The moment their eyes met, the woman's face went white.


“Ah... ah...”


Without realizing it, she fell backward and scrambled away from the child.


At least in that moment, Jaehwan was not her son.


To her, he looked like a demon. Or a monster from beyond this world.


The monster tilted his head at an odd angle and said,


“Mom, blood is red.”


* * *


“It is delusional disorder.”


The man in a white coat and silver horn-rimmed glasses said it without preamble.


The woman stared blankly at his face, then looked at the nameplate on the table.


Beneath the words “All-Purpose Counseling Center,” the title “Teacher” and the man's name were written neatly.


The man called Teacher was fairly well known in this field. No one knew what, exactly, he taught, but everyone called him Teacher. Rumor had it that politicians and business leaders sought him out during election season.


A friend had introduced the woman to him.


Her friend had warned her that taking her child to a psychiatrist might start strange rumors. It could affect the child's future. Most importantly, psychiatric care was expensive.


“Ma'am?”


As though he had read her thoughts, Teacher spoke in a kind voice.


“You need not worry about the cost. I do not charge much for this kind of counseling. It is a personal hobby of mine.”


“Ah, yes. Thank you.”


“You were referred here, so you have likely heard the basics. I am not a doctor. But I have cured more people than doctors have.”


Cured people. The woman wondered what that meant.


He was not a doctor. So he could not cure illnesses. Had he decided to cure people instead of illnesses?


At first glance, it even sounded more impressive than what doctors did.


“You came at the right time. Judging from the child's condition, it could lead to a developmental disorder if it worsens.”


The explanation felt incomplete somehow, but it was enough for a woman who knew almost nothing about psychoanalysis or psychiatric disorders.


More than anything, the prestigious certificates and polished plaques of appreciation displayed around Teacher's office supported his authority.


Hoping her words would not sound pathetic, the woman asked,


“Is my child in serious condition?”


“You must know, since you saw it yourself. The symptoms he displays...”


Teacher stopped there, but the woman seemed to understand what he had left unsaid.


She stared blankly at the table, then placed a hand on Jaehwan's shoulder. Jaehwan looked up at her.


The woman quickly averted her eyes, but Jaehwan could feel the trembling in her fingertips.


He realized that she was afraid of him.


“Did I raise him wrong?”


“Ma'am.”


“My child is fine. He studies well, he has lots of friends, and his teachers... It was only for a moment. It is all because of him. He... my child was only, just for a moment...”


Without answering, Teacher rose from his seat. He led Jaehwan to a counseling table set up in one corner of the office, then drew the curtain.


It was thin and simple, not nearly enough to block sound. The woman's tense breathing could occasionally be heard beyond it.


Teacher asked Jaehwan, who had lowered his head toward the table,


“Jaehwan-gun. Can you answer a few questions?”


Jaehwan gazed at Teacher for a moment before answering.


“You cannot cure me.”


Teacher smiled gently. It was a relaxed smile, as if he had already seen many children like Jaehwan.


“How old are you, Jaehwan-gun?”


“I forgot.”


“You forgot? Why did you forget?”


“Because I lived too long.”


“How long is too long?”


“Ten billion years.”


The woman gasped behind the curtain.


Teacher glanced toward the curtain, then began questioning Jaehwan again.


“What were you doing until a little while ago, Jaehwan-gun?”


“I was fighting Big Brother.”


“Who is Big Brother?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


Teacher wrote something down on a piece of paper, then continued.


“Why did you come to fight Big Brother?”


“To destroy the System.”


“The System? What is that? Can you explain it?”


With pain splitting his head apart, Jaehwan desperately tried to remember what the System was.


But he could not.


As though he had expected that, Teacher held out paper and a pen.


“Could you draw it for me?”


Jaehwan took the pen and paper and began drawing something. It did not take long to finish.


Teacher took the drawing from him.


It showed a giant tree, one with dry roots and a gaunt trunk.


Interest flickered in Teacher's eyes.


“Is this tree the System?”


Jaehwan did not answer. A terrible dizziness had swept over him.


Teacher continued asking questions even as Jaehwan struggled to breathe.


“...So, at this tree's root, there is something called a Tower. It kidnaps people from Earth and sends them climbing up the tree.”


“Yes.”


“And that is what you call 「cultivation」?”


Jaehwan nodded.


“And you survived that 「cultivation」 and climbed to the Tower's upper floors?”


The questions continued in that manner. Jaehwan kept answering them the same way.


Adapters and Awakened Ones.


Chaos and the Abyss.


Gods and Followers...


Without understanding why he knew any of it, Jaehwan focused on answering Teacher's questions.


“So an ‘Unique World’ is a virtual space where one's ideals are realized. Is that correct?”


“Something like that.”


“And once it gains the faith of many people, the ‘Unique World’ becomes ‘reality.’”


Jaehwan nodded.


Through the curtain behind him, he saw a shadow sway. Each time Jaehwan answered, the woman's breathing trembled irregularly.


Every answer made Jaehwan's world clearer. As that world became more concrete, the history he had lived through became more absurd.


But young Jaehwan did not understand what was trampling that history beneath its feet.


With every question Teacher asked, Jaehwan saw Teacher's face change strangely.


Not his expression.


As the questions continued, complex rows of numbers covered Teacher's face. They were the same numbers he had seen on the man he stabbed.


Voices spoke in his head.


Stab him.


Stab him to death.


Jaehwan bit his lip until it bled.


No. I can't. Mom will be sad.


He curled himself up, trying to mediate the voices arguing inside him.


The questions stopped at once.


Blood dripped through his tightly closed lips. Startled, Teacher lifted Jaehwan up. He carried Jaehwan to the examination room's bed, called an employee, and had them tend to Jaehwan's injury.


A short while later, he called Jaehwan's mother aside.


She sat there with a deathly pale face.


“Jaehwan reads a lot of novels and comics! He has a vivid imagination...”


“Ma'am.”


“My child is very smart. My Jaehwan...”


At last, the woman burst into tears.


Teacher waited for her tears to subside. Only after she had used more than a dozen tissues and finally steadied her breathing did he slowly speak.


“Has Jaehwan-gun ever suffered violence from his father?”


The woman stopped breathing for a moment before she answered.


“N-no.”


“You may speak honestly. I can help you.”


“No! It is true. He would never hit a child.”


There was a kind of desperation in her denial.


Teacher considered for a moment before he said,


“But I can see traces of violence inflicted by his father in the child. Every symbol the child has drawn appears to be a metaphor for his father.”


The woman blinked with a blank expression. It was the face of someone who had never even considered such a thing.


Teacher began explaining anyway, alternately showing her his records and Jaehwan's drawing.


The drawing showed a tree, a Tower, and a man stabbing toward the sky.


“The tree and the Tower. Both possess imagery of ‘rising.’ Then there is the ‘sword’ and the ‘stab.’ Do they not feel somewhat alike?”


“I don't understand.”


“In psychoanalysis, they are often called phallic images.”


“Phal... lic?”


“That is right. In fact, I have rarely seen a case where the correspondences fit this well, so even I am quite surprised. If Teacher Freud were alive, I think he would have been very pleased to see Jaehwan.”


The woman nodded without realizing it. After all, Freud was a Teacher, this man was a Teacher, and the man before her was called Teacher too, so perhaps they were connected somehow.


The words Teacher had circled and the complex concepts of psychoanalysis were paired together.


They fit so perfectly that they looked like words born to be connected in that way from the beginning.


The woman understood less than half of what Teacher said, but she barely grasped that the situation was serious.


Dabbing at her tears with a tissue, she asked,


“Could he have used violence without my knowing?”


“I cannot say. What is certain is that the child shows signs of abuse. Ah, of course, this is not a medical opinion. It is my personal view. But as I said, I have cured people whom even doctors could not cure.”


The woman nodded anxiously.


“Then what should I do now...”


Perhaps it was because the expression that passed over her face was so utterly hopeless.


Teacher tapped the desk as though to comfort her.


“Please do not worry too much. The psychological scars appearing in Jaehwan are not necessarily negative.”


The woman's face brightened as she asked,


“What do you mean?”


“The symbols Jaehwan uses are more detailed, concrete, and even organically connected than those of any patients his age I have seen in my research. This is not simply a matter of an active imagination. You could say there is something literary about it.”


Teacher paused to choose his words, then continued.


“When I listen to Jaehwan-gun's story, I almost feel that a world like that could really exist.”


“What does that...”


“Do not misunderstand me, ma'am. I do not mean it in a bad way. The child's condition is serious, but if he can overcome these symptoms in a positive way, his artistic talent may blossom instead.”


“Artistic... talent?”


“Some studies claim there is a close correlation between delusional disorder and Savant syndrome.”


“Savant...?”


Teacher lightly shook his head. He knew the woman had not understood a word.


“It is a diagnosis often attached to geniuses. In any case, I only mean that you should not worry too much.”


With that, Teacher closed the file folder.


“For now, separate the child from his father. If you need help, I can contact the appropriate agency. I also recommend that you come in often for counseling for a while. Jaehwan requires treatment. More precisely, for Jaehwan's future.”
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Two weeks had passed since Jaehwan returned to the body of his ten-year-old self.


As he slowly recovered his first consciousness, Jaehwan began to gain a rough sense of who he was, and where he had come from.


This was Earth in the early twenty-first century.


Seoul, exactly ten years before the Tower of Nightmares descended.


It was strange. He had clearly come to the place where the 「First Nightmare」 was, so why was he on Earth?


Could I have regressed?


That could not be the case. Even with the power of Transcendents who governed time and space, even with the power of 《Big Brother》, it was impossible to turn back time that had already passed.


Had Cultivator Beastrein not said the same? No matter what method was used, it was impossible for a being from the 《Tree of Illusion》 to return to the past.


Then is this an illusion?


Jaehwan remembered the 「Dream Demon Stone」 installed in the Tower of Nightmares. It was not impossible that this was a world of illusion like that.


Yet as far as Jaehwan knew, no “dream” capable of containing him existed. Not even the 「First Nightmare」 could be this convincing.


Then what was this place?


The more he thought about it, the deeper everything seemed to sink into a maze. Still, he had to think. Thinking was the only thing Jaehwan could do here.


It was ironic.


This was the homeland he had once wanted so desperately to return to. Even so, this world looked unbearably unfamiliar to Jaehwan.


Like someone doubting their own body, Jaehwan checked every physical ability from the top of his head to the tips of his toes.


「Doubt」

「Understanding」

「Selflessness」

「Hypothesis」

「Proof」

「Editing」


The abilities he had gained through Awakening would not obey him.


He had lost his Unique World, along with innate Settings like 「Fall」 and 「Naked」. There was no need to mention that Dokbul and the Three Divine Artifacts had vanished somewhere as well.


Every technique he had honed over ten billion years of climbing the 《Tree of Illusion》 had disappeared like foam.


All that remained to Jaehwan were uncertain fragments of memory, baseless convictions, and the frail body of a ten-year-old.


“Jaehwan-gun. That is only natural. This is ‘reality,’ after all.”


Teacher seemed pleased that Jaehwan had begun worrying about such things.


“Jaehwan-gun is too young to understand, but the imaginary realm and the symbolic realm are currently colliding inside Jaehwan-gun’s mind. The concerns Jaehwan-gun is having now are entirely rational.”


The turmoil that had raged in his head over the past two weeks gradually settled, and his scattered memories slowly returned to their places. But that did not mean Jaehwan had regained his sanity.


It was the opposite.


The more he regained his senses, the more he was treated as someone who was “not sane.”


Jaehwan could not understand Teacher’s explanation.


“Jaehwan-gun, that world is a delusion. Do you know what a delusion means?”


Everything I experienced was a delusion?


That desperate, distant history, all of it was an illusion I made up?


At times, Jaehwan had fits. He rushed at Teacher or caused a disturbance. Whenever that happened, Teacher would restrain him with ease, never looking flustered, then whisper into his ear in a cruel voice.


“Jaehwan-gun, your world does not exist.”


Feeling the cold linoleum floor beneath him and Teacher’s grip pressing gently down on him, Jaehwan listened to Teacher’s words.


“Jaehwan-gun. Return to reality. Your mother is waiting.”


Mother.


As though resisting the word itself, Jaehwan muttered,


“Should a psychiatrist be doing this to a child?”


At that, Teacher removed his hands from Jaehwan. Raising both hands lightly as if he had no intention of harming him, Teacher gave a sly smile.


“First, I am not a psychiatrist.”

“Then that makes it even less acceptable-”

“Second, rational thinking. Very good. That is how it begins.”


Jaehwan closed his mouth.


* * *


Another two weeks passed.


After faithfully observing, analyzing, and studying Jaehwan for a month, Teacher finally decided to change tactics.


“Very well. I understand the contradictions Jaehwan-gun feels. Let us shift our perspective a little.”


Teacher had Jaehwan sit in a chair, then paced around before dragging over a whiteboard that had been left at the back of the office. Teacher began sketching something across it.


It was the tree Jaehwan had drawn for the first time.


The Tree of Illusion.


Teacher watched Jaehwan’s trembling eyes and smiled with satisfaction.


“Is this shape correct?”

“It is similar.”

“Jaehwan-gun, in this world, you should use polite speech with your elders.”

“Then you should use polite speech with me. I am older than you.”

“That is only true in ‘Jaehwan-gun’s world.’ I have told you that several times already.”

“I...”


Jaehwan flared up and started to say something, then closed his mouth. There was no point talking further. Teacher would inevitably refute him with every kind of psychoanalytic argument Teacher could summon. Whether those arguments were valid or not, it was exhausting.


“It is a beautiful tree. It looks lonely somehow, and solitary.”

“...”

“The Tree of Illusion. Jaehwan-gun’s talent for naming things is remarkable. It is truly hard to believe that Jaehwan-gun is ten years old.”


Teacher’s way of speaking somehow reminded Jaehwan of 《Big Brother》.


“I did not name it. And I told you already, I am not ten.”


Teacher smiled softly. Still, that smile somehow made Jaehwan feel insulted.


Teacher asked,


“Does Jaehwan-gun know the value of the world Jaehwan-gun has created?”

“Value?”

“That world has immense value. If the day comes when Jaehwan-gun can view it objectively, people will pay a great deal of money just to glimpse Jaehwan-gun’s world.”


Teacher continued, staring into Jaehwan’s eyes.


“But if Jaehwan-gun remains trapped in that world and cannot look around, Jaehwan-gun’s world will drive Jaehwan-gun’s life into darkness.”


Jaehwan opened his mouth to argue, but Teacher gave him no chance to speak.


“Jaehwan-gun. To truly use that world in a valuable way, you must come out of yourself. You must acknowledge that the world you created is false. Only then can you use it meaningfully without being consumed by it.”


Perhaps Teacher should not have said that.


Jaehwan slowly closed his eyes, then opened them. Cold flames burned within his gaze.


“It is not false.”


Jaehwan stared directly at Teacher without the slightest tremor in his eyes.


“I was really there.”


His voice was clear and distinct. At the sound of a voice that showed not even a trace of doubt in his own world, Teacher seemed at a loss for words for a moment.


How much time passed?


Jaehwan asked,


“Are you listening to me?”


“Ah.”


Lost in thought, Teacher quickly changed his expression.


“No. Jaehwan-gun is certainly a little different from ordinary delusional disorder.”


Saying that, Teacher began writing something down.


Exceptional clarity and confidence in language. An attitude of becoming one with the language he uses. A manner of speech suited to the worldview he created.


After writing that, Teacher turned back to Jaehwan.


“Jaehwan-gun said that Jaehwan-gun’s world is not false. Then let me ask you this. Is there even a single clue that could prove Jaehwan-gun’s world, apart from Jaehwan-gun’s memories?”


Jaehwan thought for a moment before speaking.


“Ten years from now, destruction will come to this world. I cannot explain what I am saying through this world’s science or logic. But I know. In ten years, without fail-”


“That is the first I have heard of this. It sounds as though Jaehwan-gun came from the future. In other words, Jaehwan-gun’s ‘world’ is this world’s ‘future.’ Is that correct?”


“That...”


Teacher looked intrigued.


“Everything Jaehwan-gun has told me until now is something that will happen in the future?”


Jaehwan fell silent for a moment. He could not answer. He could not be certain that this place was truly the “past.” It might have been another dream created by the 「First Nightmare」...


“Yes. They are things that will happen in the future.”


Even so, Jaehwan nodded for now.


In a way, this was also a test for himself.


“Jaehwan-gun, then may I ask a few questions?”


The moment he saw Teacher smile, Jaehwan instinctively realized he had made a mistake. But there was nowhere left to retreat.


“First, could you tell me once again about the future Jaehwan-gun experienced?”

“I think I have said enough already. Ten years from now, a Tower appears and...”

“Not that story. I would like to hear what Jaehwan-gun did during the ten years before that Tower appeared.”


Jaehwan was suddenly speechless.


What did I do before the Tower appeared?


What did I do?


His memories were hazy, and most were fragmented. Perhaps it was because the Transcendents had left and taken a great deal of his memories with them.


When Jaehwan gave no answer for a long time, Teacher spoke again.


“Was meeting me also planned in that future?”


When Jaehwan did not answer, Teacher smiled.


“It seems there was no future in which you met me.”

“The me from then is different from the me now. Also...”


As Jaehwan rambled, Teacher raised a hand and stopped him.


“Very well. Then let us try another question. Do you remember anything about the middle school, high school, or university Jaehwan-gun attended?”


Jaehwan closed his mouth again. Only after a long time did he finally speak, sounding resentful.


“Almost nothing.”


Jaehwan bit his lip.


He had clearly attended middle school and high school. He had entered university too. He had served in the military.


Then the Tower of Nightmares had descended.


Jaehwan could say with certainty that all of it had truly happened. Yet he could not properly remember the history he had lived through. Maybe it was because it had been too long ago. Or perhaps, as he had said before, the memories inside him had shattered when the Transcendents departed.


“That is unlike intelligent Jaehwan-gun. You cannot remember.”

“I really cannot remember. But I definitely...”


Jaehwan stopped speaking without realizing it.


His words were true. Yet he had no evidence to prove they were true. His answer that he could not remember only gave Teacher grounds to prove his words were “false.”


With a smile that seemed to say no further words would matter, Teacher asked Jaehwan,


“Is there another way to prove Jaehwan-gun’s memories?”


The game was over.


You cannot protect your world, and you cannot prove anything.


That was what Teacher was saying.


Ten-year-old Jaehwan was frustrated and miserable.


He, who had lived through that time, was standing right here. He himself was the proof of that time, so why did he have to prove it all over again?


How could that time possibly be proven?


Then a memory from long ago surfaced. It was a memory of a fortress.


A colossal wall that had blocked his path shortly after he entered Chaos.


That fortress had demanded the same thing of him.


“Prove yourself. Prove who you are.”


What had he answered then?


Jaehwan raised his head and looked at Teacher.


It felt as though the world around him was twisting. Teacher’s white coat looked like the outer wall of an impregnable fortress, and Teacher’s silver horn-rimmed glasses looked like the fortress’s pointed towers.


Perhaps that was why Jaehwan opened his mouth without realizing it.


“I will not prove myself.”
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“Good grief...”


The counselor known as Teacher gave a troubled smile, complicated emotions showing in every wrinkle. Teacher let out a small sigh, thought for a long while, and only then spoke.


“All right. Jaehwan’s world may truly exist.”


Jaehwan’s eyes wavered. Teacher went on with a smile.


“I will acknowledge that possibility.”


A cold hypothesis crossed Jaehwan’s mind.


Teacher was certainly unlike ordinary physicians.


Could Teacher too be some kind of gate created by the 「First Nightmare」? Considering everything Jaehwan had experienced so far, it was not entirely impossible.


Even while Jaehwan’s thoughts continued to spiral, Teacher kept speaking.


“But whether that world truly exists or not, Jaehwan, you need to understand this. If you try to protect your world, the people you love will become unhappy.”


A few faces surfaced from the haze of memory.


Faces were all Jaehwan could remember. Like objects with their labels torn away, those faces had no names attached to them.


An old man who especially loved slashing and was always picking fights.


A handsome blond man who carried a law dictionary everywhere.


A woman who built towers, grumbled constantly, yet always fought on his side.


A child who had trusted him more than anyone else in the world.


As a swell of longing rose inside him, Jaehwan struggled to remember their names. But no matter how hard he tried, he could not. Only their expressions came back to him.


As they watched Jaehwan, who lived only to destroy this world, they had often worn sad smiles.


Had they not been afraid of the end as well?


Had they not feared the System collapsing, feared the world coming to an end?


...


Jaehwan thought of his mother’s face, waiting behind the office door.


“Jaehwan, you said that ‘tower’ would appear ten years from now.”


When Jaehwan slowly raised his head, Teacher continued.


“How about this? Until those ten years are up, you keep coming to the clinic I run.”


“Why should I do that?”


“If, ten years from now, that thing you spoke of, the ‘Tower of Demons’...”


“Tower of Nightmares.”


“Anyway, if that ‘Tower of Nightmares’ appears, I will believe what you said. And I will do whatever you tell me to do.”


It was a proposal Jaehwan had never expected. Teacher quickly added another line.


“Ah, of course, I will not charge a single thing for counseling over those next ten years.”


“Why would you go that far?”


Jaehwan could not understand it. Whether Teacher meant it or not, there was no reason for Teacher to do so much for Jaehwan’s sake.


Teacher spoke in a warm voice to Jaehwan, whose gaze was sharpened by doubt.


“Would it count as a reason if I said I do not want to see a boy’s future ruined?”


“...”


“But I have a condition as well.”


“A condition?”


“If that tower does not appear ten years from now, then you must give up your world as well.”


That too was something Jaehwan had never expected to hear.


With unsteady eyes, Jaehwan looked into Teacher’s.


“What do you say?”


There was no hostility in those eyes. If anything, they looked deeply worried for him.


Jaehwan’s confusion only grew. And that confusion touched a question he had stubbornly refused to face.


What if I’m wrong? What if Teacher is right?


What if there had never been such a thing as the 《Tree of Illusion》 from the very beginning, and all these memories were something I made up? What if this thing called “reality” had existed in plain sight all along, and I had merely been running away from it?


Then what happens to me now?


Jaehwan curled in on himself. Like an old king trying to defend a fallen kingdom, he stayed hunched over for a long time.


And after who knew how long, a small voice drifted out from the ruins of that fortress.


“All right.”


Teacher smiled.


“It’s a promise.”


* * *


Time passed quickly. In the meantime, Jaehwan made several more promises with Teacher.


One, until the ten-year deadline was up, he would avoid telling other people about things like the 《Tree of Illusion》 or 《Big Brother》 if he could help it.


Two, whenever he felt the urge to talk about the 《Tree of Illusion》, he would tell Teacher.


Three, for ten years, he would faithfully visit the clinic once a week.


During that time, Jaehwan graduated from elementary school and entered middle school.


He was thrown into ordinary competition.


He went to class and studied as though climbing a tower. He grew older in the ordinary way. He raised his grades as if leveling up and stacking stats, and read books as if collecting skills.


Even as time passed, the memories of the 《Tree of Illusion》 did not fade easily.


Thinking about it made it impossible to stay sane, so Jaehwan did his best to live without calling those memories to mind whenever he could. He kept repeating to himself that he just had to live like that for ten years somehow.


His mother was happy.


Watching her, Jaehwan found comfort as well. He felt as though he was living properly, and whenever that thought came to him, something like a strange revulsion would rise inside him. When that rising revulsion became too much to bear, he would go find Teacher and spill out long stories about the 《Tree of Illusion》. After that, he would usually feel a little better.


That was how those ten years, as long as ten billion years, passed in quiet calm.


Even after entering high school, Jaehwan studied diligently and spent time among ordinary friends.


When he was alone, he usually spent his time reading. What interested him most were books on the humanities and sciences, because he hoped to find a theoretical foundation that could explain what he was going through.


Of course, he failed.


At some point, instead of searching for theories that could explain his reality, Jaehwan began devouring other “stories” that would let him turn away from it.


Swords and magic.


Reincarnation and regression.


Genre novels overflowing with all manner of monsters and people with abilities.


Whenever he read such novels, Jaehwan felt as though he had returned to the old days of the 《Tree of Illusion》 where he had once lived.


For a little while, he could forget the tragedy of reality. Every time he read a book, it felt as though he had gone home. The air of the 《Tree of Illusion》. The heat of those moments when he fought against absurdity. The sense of existence that only those who stood against the world were allowed to feel.


The 《Tree of Illusion》 was his hometown, and only that place was his reality.


A world without Adapters or Awakened Ones.


How could a world like this possibly exist?


Whenever he sank deep into a novel and then returned to reality, Jaehwan was once again seized by a painful sorrow. It felt like waking up on top of a pile of garbage. Whenever that happened, Jaehwan went searching for other genre novels like a patient looking for painkillers. If he did not, he could not endure it.


Given that, perhaps it was not quite right to say that he “spent time among ordinary friends.” Wherever he was, Jaehwan always remained on the outside. He was dark, and he was often alone.


But that did not mean Jaehwan had no friends either. Unbelievable as it was, there were friends who approached Jaehwan first.


Yoonhwan and Seoyul.


When Jaehwan first met them in high school, he thought he was dreaming.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan called out Yoonhwan’s name.


“Huh? How do you know my name?”


“The Tower of Nightmares...”


Jaehwan, who had muttered it without thinking, flinched and shut his mouth.


The place where Jaehwan was supposed to meet them had originally been inside the 《Tower of Nightmares》. He had never once met Yoonhwan outside it. Everything about becoming friends with Yoonhwan had happened inside that tower.


That was how it was supposed to be.


“The Tower of Nightmares?”


And yet, when Yoonhwan heard Jaehwan’s muttering, Yoonhwan’s eyes wavered.


For a moment, Jaehwan hoped.


Maybe. Maybe Yoonhwan too.


“What’s that?”


Seeing Yoonhwan’s blank, clueless expression, Jaehwan quickly changed his own. The social mask he had practiced countless times over the past few years came to his aid.


“It’s just something from a novel I know. There’s a character named Yoonhwan in it, and since you have the same name, it came to mind.”


As he said that, Jaehwan pointed at Yoonhwan’s name tag. Yoonhwan’s eyes lit up with interest.


“There’s a guy with my name in it? What kind of novel is it?”


For a moment, Jaehwan lost the ability to speak. Why had he called it a “novel”? He knew he had to say something, but nothing came to mind.


Someone saved him.


“Hey, Kim Yoonhwan! Who are you bothering again?”


“Ah, I’m not bothering him.”


Long hair scattering in the sunlight streaming into the classroom. With a strange sense of déjà vu, Jaehwan looked at the girl coming toward them.


She was someone Jaehwan knew too.


Han Seoyul.


Seoyul approached with Yoonhwan in a light headlock, and her eyes turned to Jaehwan. Her pupils widened slightly.


“Ah, you’re that kid. The one who won a prize in the writing contest in first year.”


“A writing contest?”


“You don’t know? He’s famous for being really good at writing.”


Jaehwan looked down at his helplessly captured right hand as it was shaken back and forth.


Yoonhwan tilted his head and said,


“What are you talking about? Who is he?”


“Did you forget that novel from before? The prizewinning piece from the writing contest. The one with the tower and demons in it.”


“Huh? Oh, that? Wow, he wrote that?”


Only then did it seem to come back to Yoonhwan.


“Wait a second. Weren’t you in that novel too? That was the one, right? You were all happy because somebody in it had the exact same name as you.”


“Right. Your name was in it too. Even your personality was so convincing that I figured somebody who knew us must have written it. And now we’re meeting the actual person.”


“Really? He wasn’t that much like me. Especially you, Han Seoyul. It said you were a real beauty...”


Watching the two of them bicker, Jaehwan gave a bitter smile.


That was how Jaehwan once more came to have Yoonhwan and Seoyul as friends.


Of course, they remembered nothing. What the Tower of Nightmares was, what the Tree of Illusion was, what Rupture was.


To them, all of it was nothing more than the “story inside a novel” Jaehwan had submitted in literature class.


But whenever the three of them walked the streets together, studied for exams, went to cram school, and talked about the future, Jaehwan often felt as though he had gone back to the days of the 《Tower of Nightmares》.


Maybe that tower was still continuing.


Maybe nothing had ended, and I was still trapped inside that tower.


Whenever Yoonhwan jokingly said things to him, Jaehwan found it impossible to shake off delusions like that.


“Anyway, take care of me. We’re the kind of friends who climbed a tower together, right? And before long we’ll be climbing another tower too.”


“A tower?”


“Hey, look at that. Jaehwan always goes stiff whenever anyone brings up towers.”


“...”


“The ivory tower of scholarship! I mean college, college!”


The memories of the 《Tree of Illusion》 came back to Jaehwan as nightmares whenever he let his guard down, but as time passed, they came a little less often.


For living beings, oblivion was a blessing.


That was how Jaehwan gradually forgot the memories of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


But the more the total volume of those memories shrank, the more anxious Jaehwan sometimes became. Whenever he saw Seoyul casually putting him in a headlock, or Yoonhwan grinning and playing around, that feeling would creep through his mind like fog.


...


If only all of those memories had never existed from the beginning.


Then another three years passed, and Jaehwan entered university. It was an ordinary university in Seoul. He majored in Korean literature, not because he had applied with any especially clear goal in mind. If anything, it was because of Teacher’s recommendation.


“Korean literature or creative writing would suit you, Jaehwan.”


“Pardon? How so?”


As the years passed, the relationship between Jaehwan and Teacher changed greatly from what it had been at first. Teacher now treated Jaehwan like his own son, and Jaehwan no longer spoke casually to him. Whatever Teacher’s reasons might have been, Jaehwan too had come to accept that the way Teacher treated him was genuine.


“I told you, did I not? You have a literary sense, Jaehwan.”


“You’re teasing me again.”


“No, I mean it.”


Teacher spoke with a sly smile.


“Think about it. Countless people paying money to see the world you create. With that money, you could do many things. That money might even turn your world from a ‘delusion’ into ‘reality.’”


“I don’t need money.”


“Ha ha, Jaehwan. That is the sort of thing you say only because you are still young. In this world, money is everything.”


At that, Jaehwan let out a short laugh and asked,


“Are you allowed to say something like that?”


“You must not pretend not to know me when you become a popular writer someday. And do not forget to put my name in your author’s note. Better yet, what if you made the title of the book my name?”


“Then it would turn into your autobiography.”


“That would not be so bad.”


“If you pass away before the ten years are up, I’ll do that for you.”


Whenever he traded petty jokes with Teacher, Jaehwan would sink into a strange longing.


「...How about “Stab”?」

「Want me to make it the name of the skill?」


It felt as though, at some point, he had traded similar jokes with someone.


He could barely remember it now, but while climbing a lonely old tree, there had definitely been a time like that.

Memories no one could remember anymore, drifting like prayer that had lost its destination.


「Maybe that too was a kind of prayer. Though I do not know whether a god heard that prayer.」


Amid memories scattered here and there, Jaehwan now came to live in “reality.”


And so ten years passed, and at last the promised year arrived.
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Inside a university lecture hall, Jaehwan stared at the lush summer greenery coloring the campus and sank into thought.


Only about six months left.


According to the memories he retained, the 《Tower of Nightmares》 was supposed to appear in the sky around this winter.


It had to be this winter. In the past, he had drifted through university life after enrolling, then enlisted in the military as soon as his first semester ended. The Tower of Nightmares had first appeared when he reached the fourth pay step as a private first class. The first advance force had entered the Tower not long after he became a corporal. By that timeline, the Tower's first appearance had to be this winter.


Jaehwan gave a bitter smile at the web novel open on his smartphone.


“Ha ha, I've returned to the past. I've finally returned to the past! I can start everything over!”


Reading the protagonist's unbearably clichéd line, Jaehwan idly scrolled down.


He read novels like this because they stirred up faint nostalgia.


Like a tree stripped of every leaf except its branches, Jaehwan's memories had become sparse and shabby. The memories he truly needed had vanished somewhere, while pointless details often stood out like rotten leaves.


“You there, the student who has been playing with his phone this whole time. Would you care to explain the theory of parallel universes I just discussed?”


Those pointless fragments of memory sometimes collided sharply with Jaehwan's present life.


The professor lecturing passionately in front of the whiteboard was one example.


“Let's see, your name is...”


“Jaehwan, Professor Sakamoto.”


“Very well, Mr. Jaehwan. Why don't you explain the theory of parallel universes?”


Sakamoto, who should have been a middle school science teacher, had become a general education professor teaching Jaehwan in this reality.


Understanding Popular Science, Sakamoto Seiji.


When Jaehwan saw the name “Sakamoto” listed on the syllabus, he had wondered if it could be the same person. It really was the Sakamoto he knew.


It differed from his first memories, but Jaehwan had still been happy to see a Companion from the Tower. When they first met, he had cautiously asked Sakamoto a few questions. As expected, though, Sakamoto remembered nothing. If there was one fortunate thing, it was that Sakamoto did not find Jaehwan's questions too strange, perhaps because he had studied science so intensely that something had gone wrong in his head.


Remembering that, Jaehwan sighed and rose from his seat.


“May I explain it as I understand it?”


“Go ahead and tell us what you've learned.”


“So, the theory of parallel universes is...”


As he spoke about parallel universes, Jaehwan sank into old memories.


He had heard the exact same explanation from Sakamoto once before. When they found the 「Stone of Regression」 on the seventy-seventh floor of the Tower, Sakamoto had also spoken of parallel universes.


“I believe this stone will send all of us to Earth in different worldlines. Of course, that is only a hypothesis, so we cannot rule out the possibility that everyone who uses this stone will end up in the same time branch. The Tower's items are things that transcend our common sense.”


Sakamoto, did you know? That I am now repeating the explanation I heard from you back then. Repeating it to you, who chose the Stone of Regression and went into the past. No, to you, who could not even go into the past.


Now, I...


“...So, to put it simply, the theory of parallel universes is the hypothesis that an observer's choices divide worldlines, causing different universes to unfold simultaneously somewhere beyond our knowledge. For a simple example...”


Jaehwan trailed off and looked out over the campus.


Something like a vision flashed through his mind.


An enormous Tower covering the skies of Seoul.


And the terrible tragedy it had caused.


Jaehwan slowly continued.


“On Earth in another parallel universe, destruction may have just begun. After all, I just imagined Earth being destroyed.”


“Hmm. That was well put. Perhaps because you are a Korean literature major, even your example has a literary touch. I thought you were only looking at your phone, but I am glad to see you were listening to the lecture.”


Jaehwan did not understand what part of what he had said was literary, but he gave a small bow and awkwardly sat back down.


“The many-worlds interpretation of parallel universes remains unproven. Yet regardless of whether the hypothesis can be verified, parallel universes can enrich our lives through thought experiments alone.”


Sakamoto smiled at Jaehwan and continued.


“The thought that everything we imagine is actually occurring in another universe. That thought experiment itself can make every choice we make more weighty and careful. According to this hypothesis, we are creating a new universe every moment.”


Everything we imagine exists...


Jaehwan stopped reading his web novel and focused on Sakamoto instead.


“Perhaps concepts such as imagination and delusion do not truly exist in this universe. After all, every parallel universe ultimately exists. As imagination, as dreams, as allegory, as symbols, or as metaphor. We live only once and die only once, yet we are always living alongside countless parallel universes... Hmm, dear me. I've taken up too much time. That concludes today's lecture!”


Students could be heard packing their bags throughout the room. They rushed out of the lecture hall.


Sakamoto's voice followed them.


“How can you leave already? Next week's assignment is...!”


* * *


After taking Sakamoto's class, Jaehwan gradually began taking an interest in university lectures.


Classes about writing interested him the most.


At first, he attended various major courses in the Korean literature department, but he soon realized Korean literature was not his path. University Korean literature departments no longer taught writing.


Yoonhwan had put it this way.


“Students in Korean literature are too busy getting teaching certifications or preparing for jobs. Who writes these days? How are they supposed to make a living? You should hurry up too, Jaehwan...”


So the classes Jaehwan mostly took were not from the Korean literature department but the creative writing department. He took classes on fiction writing and submitted the crude stories he wrote whenever his turn came around. In his own way, he had written them with the solemn resolve to create a universe.


“No plausibility. You do know the difference between realism and plausibility, don't you?”


“You overuse commas, and the sentence structures don't even agree. Why are there so many ungrammatical sentences? What are you trying to do by cutting off sentences halfway through? Do you think that makes it sound cool?”


“Rewrite the novel. And not a genre novel this time.”


“Even if the boundaries of literature are disappearing, what is this? These days everyone and their dog shoves a novel in your face...”


The universe he had created quietly shattered beneath devastating criticism.


Still, he learned one thing. Even within the category of fiction, his stories were an unrealistic world without plausibility.


Jaehwan kept writing novels and suffering setbacks as he was battered from all sides by undergraduates' brutal workshop critiques and professors' comments.


Then winter came.


About two weeks remained until the Tower's expected descent.


As usual, Jaehwan visited Teacher and passed the consultation with idle chatter. They no longer spoke of the Tree of Illusion.


“By the way, Jaehwan. Aren't you preparing for something like the New Year Literary Contest?”


Knowing that Jaehwan had recently been taking creative writing classes, Teacher asked with a teasing expression.


The New Year Literary Contest, a gateway into literary fiction, began accepting submissions through each newspaper company in early December. It was already early December. By then, submissions to the New Year Literary Contest at most major newspapers were nearing their deadlines.


The New Year Literary Contest...


Jaehwan frowned and asked back.


“You aren't seriously saying that, are you?”


“Hm? I am serious.”


Looking at Teacher's sly face, Jaehwan thought Teacher surely knew everything and was saying this nonsense on purpose.


Still, even knowing that answering meant he had lost, Jaehwan could not stop himself.


“You must have some idea what I've heard in workshop classes. I started writing because of you, and then...”


“Hm? Did someone say something to you, Jaehwan?”


Jaehwan pursed his lips slightly. He did not want to repeat with his own mouth what he had heard during workshops. The harsh criticisms, nearly vicious attacks, aimed at an arrogant student from another department. Jaehwan had clearly learned how cruel people could become to others under the excuse of a “workshop.”


Teacher simply laughed.


“No matter what anyone says, I like your stories, Jaehwan.”


“Why don't you try writing instead? You seem like you'd be good at it too.”


“Hmm, if Jaehwan gives me the material, perhaps I'll give it a try someday.”


“Then you can use the material from all the stories you've collected from me.”


Of course, he had not meant it seriously.


Teacher probably knew that too.


Then why?


Teacher's expression changed for an instant at Jaehwan's words. It was so slight that Jaehwan failed to notice, and Teacher gave an awkward smile.


“Ha ha.”


Silence settled between them for a moment. Teacher lowered his head and looked at the consultation table, while Jaehwan quietly stared out the window.


“The day will come soon, Jaehwan.”


“...”


“Are you prepared?”


“More or less.”


Frost clouded the window beyond the cold that had arrived so suddenly. Jaehwan walked over and drew a spiraling Tower on the frost with his finger. The Tower, sketched amid softly falling snowflakes, looked rather convincing.


Fear? Terror?


He no longer knew.


More precisely, he had begun thinking that way some time ago. What if the Tower appeared, and what if it did not? He lived here now.


A faint smile touched Jaehwan's lips.


Teacher, perhaps you won after all.


“Jaehwan.”


“Yes.”


“It has already been ten years since I first met you.”


White hairs had begun to appear here and there in Teacher's once-youthful hair.


Having lived through a million years, Jaehwan had forgotten how long ten years could be for an ordinary human.


“May I tell you something funny?”


“What is it?”


“The truth is, I believe in your world, Jaehwan. Not as a possibility. I believe that world truly exists.”


Jaehwan stared blankly for a moment, then snorted.


“Is that a new joke you've come up with?”


Teacher shook his head.


“Even if the Tower does not appear, I think your world truly existed. No, I think it still exists now.”
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The Teacher wore a serious expression. His eyes turned toward the charts crammed into the bookshelf beside the table. Jaehwan followed his gaze.


“Lately, I often wonder whether my treatment was wrong. I am no god. Who would dare treat or correct another person’s world?”


“Did you watch another moving story somewhere?”


With a look that said here we go again, Jaehwan shook his head and took a sip of the green tea on the table.


But the Teacher’s expression was unusual. Jaehwan asked, “Are you serious right now?”


“I am. Perhaps it is because of your influence, Jaehwan.”


“My influence?”


“Yes. It may not have been you who was persuaded by those ten years, Jaehwan. It may have been me.”


Why was he saying something like that now?


Dizziness washed over Jaehwan. He had only just managed to adapt to this world, so why was the Teacher trying to confuse him with words like that?


Wasn’t what you wanted for me to forget that world completely? Didn’t you spend the last ten years for that alone?


“I mean it. I believe in that world, Jaehwan.”


“Why all of a sudden? The Tower of Nightmares has not even appeared yet.”


Once the Tower of Nightmares appeared, everything would be proven. He would finally be free of the diagnosis of delusional disorder.


Recently, though, Jaehwan had nearly given up on that hope. Partly because he had grown accustomed to life here, and partly because he thought this world might be better off if the Tower of Nightmares never appeared again.


More than anything, Jaehwan liked attending school with Yoonhwan and Seoyul. He liked having quiet meals at home with his mother. He liked trading pointless jokes with the sly Teacher sitting before him.


It was the result of ten years of steady counseling.


Even if the Tower of Nightmares never appeared, even if he did have delusional disorder, it was no longer much of a problem to Jaehwan.


He could function normally in society. He could make ordinary friends and feel joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. Old nightmares sometimes stirred him up, but he was no longer as unhappy as he had been before.


Yet the Teacher smiled quietly, as if denying all of Jaehwan’s efforts.


“I have begun to think it does not matter much whether the Tower of Nightmares appears or not. I believe in that world now.”


Watching that smile, Jaehwan felt the ten years he had lived through begin to sway dangerously.


No. Don’t say any more.


I can’t listen any further.


The Teacher kept talking.


“As I recorded and read the stories you told me, a thought came to me. Perhaps the Tower of Nightmares you are waiting for is...”


Without realizing it, Jaehwan covered his ears with both hands. Yet some words could still be heard even with his ears covered.


「“Jaehwan-nim, do you think a day will come when everyone can see that ‘eye’?”」


「“Kid, your world is truly far too lonely.”」


「“I like the Fortress Lord, but it is still frightening every time I see that.”」


Words he had forgotten burst through the surface of his memories. Voices he had barely managed to forget.


“Jaehwan?”


His breathing gradually grew ragged, and a vicious ringing swept through his ears. Jaehwan lost his balance and fell, grabbing the edge of the table. The impact jolted it hard, and the charts piled on it scattered across the floor.


They were charts containing Jaehwan’s medical records.


With the creak of a chair, Jaehwan sank to the floor. The Teacher reached out toward him, buried beneath the charts. His voice sounded muffled, as though it were coming from underwater.


“Jaehwan! Are you all right?”


Jaehwan reflexively brushed away the Teacher’s hand.


His eyes were fixed on the charts.


Numbers showing the severity of his depression. Line graphs showing his suicide risk, bar graphs showing his degree of social maladjustment...


Jaehwan stared blankly at them.


Numbers and graphs. Metaphysically warped data surrounded Jaehwan, spinning around and around him. They spun and spun, mocking him.


Those numbers were the life he had lived for the last ten years.


He had never been properly proven, not even once. He had been proven only through those numbers.


The dizziness worsened. He felt as though he might vomit.


「“That is why you are weak.”」


With the sensation of his body floating into the air, Jaehwan began to retch. The Teacher continued speaking to him, but Jaehwan could hear nothing. Just as the Teacher was about to call for an employee, Jaehwan grabbed one of the charts.


With a ripping sound, a sheet of paper fluttered as it tore.


“Jaehwan?”


Jaehwan began tearing the paper compulsively. Like the day he had torn apart a world with Stab, he ripped one page after another.


In the gaps between the torn numbers and graphs, unprecedented voids wavered.


There was an emptiness there that no number in the world could reduce.


Jaehwan glared into that void.


He had once been there.


A space that had seemed like an illusion, perhaps a hallucination.


Jaehwan had forgotten the name of that space.


「“Your world will not be popular in the 《Abyss》. It is a truth too cruel to learn as the price of losing hope.”」


「“Wouldn’t it be better to change the name of your Unique World? To my ‘Naked World,’ after all...”」


Jumbled memories stabbed through his mind, then vanished again. Still, Jaehwan knew.


He had once lived in that space.


And now, he could never return to it.


“Jaehwan! Jaehwan?”


The Teacher grabbed both of his arms to stop him from tearing any more charts.


But Jaehwan was no longer ten years old.


At twenty, Jaehwan was far stronger than the elderly Teacher. The Teacher tumbled to the floor as Jaehwan struggled, and Jaehwan continued ripping the charts apart.


He screamed like a madman as he tore and tore the paper.


Then, amid the shredded charts, he found a strange document. It was printed in dense Ming-style type.


Jaehwan picked it up.


“J-Jaehwan. Wait! That is...!”


Despite the Teacher’s attempts to stop him, Jaehwan began reading it.


Before long, he realized it was not an ordinary record.


The document contained a story that was deeply familiar to him.


Its first sentence read:


“Destruction is always happening everywhere.”


The sentence felt strangely familiar.


Jaehwan read a few more paragraphs.


“Ten-year-old Jaehwan was one of the victims of that minor destruction.”


The Teacher looked at Jaehwan with slumped shoulders, as though he had given up.


One page, then two.


Jaehwan continued turning the pages and reading. His hands shook more and more.


Pale-faced, he asked the Teacher, “What is this?”


“Jaehwan.”


“Answer me properly. What is this?”


“I am sorry, Jaehwan. I was going to tell you soon. I wanted to get your permission first...”


What Jaehwan had read was a short story.


A neatly written piece of short fiction.


The story was about Jaehwan himself. A ten-year-old child receiving counseling because of domestic violence. A child who denied reality and created a delusional world, then grew into an adult believing in that world.


Something the Teacher had once said flashed through his mind.


“Someday, when you can view that world objectively, people will pay a great deal of money to glimpse your world.”


The Teacher had brought up the New Year Literary Contest. He had recommended that Jaehwan study Korean literature.


His fingertips began trembling again.


All at once, Jaehwan found everything in the world ridiculous. He felt pathetic.


When he slowly raised his head, he saw the Teacher hanging his head, unable to face him.


Jaehwan asked, “Is this the only reason you have met with me all this time?”


“Jaehwan, listen to me...”


“You wanted to write this. Is that why you gave me free counseling and listened to my stories?”


“Jaehwan, it is not that! I only...”


“To you, was my story nothing but a ‘novel’ to sell?”


The Teacher shook his head fiercely. It was such an innocent shake of the head that it was hard to believe it belonged to a middle-aged man well past fifty.


Jaehwan continued to lash out.


“You were secretly writing something like this, secretly planning to sell me off, and now you say you believe in my world?”


The Teacher moved his lips several times, but eventually lowered his head.


Before the Teacher’s eyes, Jaehwan tore the novel he had written into pieces and kicked open the door to the consultation room.


An employee cried out in alarm.


Jaehwan ran from the counseling center without looking back.


He ran and ran. How long had he been running?


Eventually, Jaehwan realized the counseling center was no longer in sight. There was no sign that anyone was chasing him, either. His breath rose in white clouds amid the falling snow. As cold flakes touched his cheeks, the twisted shape of his heart slowly began to return to normal.


Why did I trust someone like that with my story?


Deep regret filled Jaehwan’s chest.


He says he believes my story?


He thinks my world, the 《Tree of Illusion》, exists?


The memories of the last ten years swept through his mind like a storm.


He had not truly trusted anyone. Knowing that trust could come back to him like this, he had been far too naive.


Thinking of the Teacher who had acted so familiar around him all this time, Jaehwan gritted his teeth.


I do not need anyone’s belief. My world exists as long as I remember it. It is naturally proven even without belief.


Looking up at the pure white sky, Jaehwan thought that.


It will come soon. The Tower of Nightmares will appear.


The Tower of Nightmares that will save me from all this deception.


That destruction will come for me.


Feeling more miserable than he ever had in his life, Jaehwan started walking home. The footprints he had left in the alleyway were gradually disappearing beneath the snow.


He would never return to that counseling center.


Jaehwan made that vow.


* * *


Two weeks later.


In the middle of winter, beneath bright falling snow, the fateful day came silently for Jaehwan.


Jaehwan was looking at the sky.


He should have been in the military, but Jaehwan had not applied to enlist. If the 《Tower of Nightmares》 returned, the military would be useless anyway.


Instead, Jaehwan climbed a high mountain and looked at the sky every day.


He watched and watched.


He watched the snow-filled sky. He watched the rain-filled sky. He watched the sky beneath the piercing winter sunlight.


The Tower of Nightmares did not appear. Still, Jaehwan waited.


It is just running a little late. The Tower of Nightmares will definitely appear.


But the next day passed. Then the day after that.


The Tower of Nightmares still did not appear.


At last, the final day of the year arrived.


Stiff and unmoving, Jaehwan looked up at the sky as a new year rose. The scene was unbelievably brilliant and beautiful. Couples held hands, while those who had come with their families cheered and embraced one another.


As everyone welcomed the new year in blessings and joy, only Jaehwan waited for destruction.


He believed the Tower of Nightmares would soon appear and end everything.


But even after people began leaving one by one, even after the hand-holding couples descended the mountain, destruction did not come.


The Tower of Nightmares did not appear.


Jaehwan stood for a long time, looking at the peaceful sky.


Until everyone left, and he was finally alone.


Jaehwan was now twenty-one.
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Once the new year began, Jaehwan immediately applied to enlist. It was an impulsive decision.


He passed the physical examination without issue.


Naturally, his counseling sessions with the Teacher did not qualify as a history of mental illness. He might have received help if he had gone to the Teacher and explained the situation, but he had no desire to do that. Jaehwan no longer wanted to see the man’s face.


More than anything, Jaehwan needed somewhere to confine himself. A place with strict rules, where he would not have to sink into pointless thoughts. A place where he could push his body to its limit.


Jaehwan was assigned to a unit at the front line known for having the strictest discipline, and he endured a harsh military life moving between the GOP and his unit. He memorized the basics of soldiering and stood guard duty. He cleaned places outside his assigned area in place of senior soldiers who had run off, and whenever there was snow removal work, he was the first to carry out the roof rake and the last to return. After the day’s duties ended, he always trained alone or read books.


In the quietest part of the unit, Jaehwan lived as though he were hardly there at all.


The officers liked Jaehwan because he was blunt, lacking in clever tricks, and strict about following regulations. Some senior soldiers disliked how inflexible he was, but even they quietly acknowledged him.


“What’s this? Cleaning your rifle again during personal maintenance time? You should just make the army your career. You were born to be a soldier.”


Jaehwan stopped moving at the Officer of the Day’s words and gave a bitter smile.


“No, sir.”


“What do you mean, no? This is great. How about applying to become a noncommissioned officer after you make corporal? Huh? Come under me and I’ll treat you well. You’ll have it easy in the army. Or you could at least become a short-term NCO...”


Jaehwan smiled bitterly as the Officer of the Day began complaining about his own life.


Born to be a soldier.


It was something the man could never have said if he knew even a little about Jaehwan’s life. Jaehwan had lived a life as far from that of a soldier as possible.


He had always been someone who broke rules rather than followed them.


After talking for a while, the Officer of the Day grew bored and grumbled, “What a boring guy,” before leaving the barracks. Jaehwan was left alone in the empty room. The sudden silence frightened him, so after returning his rifle, he searched for something else to do.


He had to keep moving. Keep moving so strange thoughts would not arise.


So he would not cling to false hope again.


Jaehwan polished the combat boots of the senior soldiers who had gone to the karaoke room or the internet café. He rinsed rags and scrubbed the corners of the lockers and the insides of the narrow window frames until they were spotless. Only the songs of girl groups playing from the military-issued smart TV disturbed the silence at regular intervals.


Rubbing at the worn knees of his fatigues, Jaehwan continued cleaning every corner of the barracks. In the meantime, the girl group songs changed several times. One song ended, then another began. The girls sang and sang again.


When had it started?


Jaehwan stopped mopping the floor and stared blankly at the television screen. Girls around his age were dancing and singing there.


For a moment, Jaehwan felt as though the world were speaking directly to him.


“I knew you would return

After a long wait

The world you and I made”


The girls sang, and Jaehwan watched them. Looking at them reminded him of the Parts from old memories.


The 「Parts」 the gods had bragged about. Symbols of desire created by a single world.


As he watched the elaborate stage and dazzling lights, Jaehwan felt as though he had entered someone’s perfectly constructed Sanctuary.


Sanctuary?


What was that again?


Where the question disappeared, a vast desire remained. Jaehwan saw a huge eye looking at him from beyond the television screen. He thought of the Little Brothers who would be watching that eye alongside him, all chattering as they pleased.


The Little Brothers lusted after the girls on the screen, hurt them, and in the end, came under their control. The girls kept singing without a care.


They sang and sang again. As though this world would never end, as though this age would last forever, as though no end would ever come.


As though that song alone


was the only reality they could accept.


How much time had passed? The senior soldiers who had gone to karaoke came rushing back in. One of the seniors who usually kept an eye on Jaehwan playfully put him in a headlock.


“Our youngest was here working hard, watching girl groups all alone? Wow, you always act like such a bookworm, but... huh?”


The senior’s face turned pale. The other seniors crowded around Jaehwan as well. When they saw him, they asked in alarm.


“Holy shit... Who made our Jaehwan cry?”


“Did someone haze you? Tell me. Come on.”


Jaehwan wiped at his eyes without realizing it and shook his head.


The seniors kept pressing him, but as time passed, their voices seemed to grow farther away. The hands shaking his shoulders and the voices calling his name all felt unfamiliar.


When he looked at the screen again, the song had ended. Even after the girls bowed and disappeared, the melody lingered. It sounded like an old prayer heard after a world had set. Listening to it, Jaehwan realized he now had to accept something.


I see. That world had ended.


Like a Tower collapsing, Jaehwan felt cracks spreading through his entire body.


That world no longer existed. Because that world...


The senior soldiers desperately grabbed hold of him, but his body swayed like a scarecrow that had lost all support. As someone called for a medic, Jaehwan’s consciousness slowly drifted away.


I had already destroyed that world with my own hands.


* * *


That night, Jaehwan had a long dream. In the dim darkness, someone was having a conversation. Before long, Jaehwan realized the voices were terribly familiar.


They were all his own.


“Is this the ending you wanted?”


“...”


“You brought me all the way here because you wanted to live in a nightmare like this?”


One was Jaehwan with the appearance of a twenty-year-old. The other was Jaehwan with the appearance of a ten-year-old.


The two Jaehwans were arguing. No, to be precise, the twenty-year-old Jaehwan was unilaterally driving the ten-year-old Jaehwan into a corner.


The ten-year-old Jaehwan opened his mouth as if making excuses.


“I thought it would be different. The world you lived in.”


“You know by now that it isn’t different.”


“Yeah. It was very different from what I thought.”


Jaehwan was confused. He wanted to join their conversation.


I want to talk too. I want to say something too. Where am I? Where am I watching them from?


The twenty-year-old Jaehwan spoke.


“Our power does not work here.”


“Of course not. There is no Adaptation or Awakening. There is no Transcendence, so there is no Big Brother either.”


“So what will you do now?”


“What do you mean, what will I do? There is nothing I can do.”


Both Jaehwans looked resigned. Jaehwan wanted to tell them something. Yet he did not know what he should say. In truth, he had nothing to say.


“Maybe we need to disappear for ‘Jaehwan’ to be happy. For him to live well here, he has to abandon every part of the history we lived through together as ‘Jaehwan.’ Those things are not accepted here.”


“Is that so?”


“Yes. This is where it all ends.”


Then the two Jaehwans faced each other. Only when they did did Jaehwan understand who he was.


He was nowhere, yet he was both of them at once. Those two Jaehwans were himself.


The ten-year-old Jaehwan and the twenty-year-old Jaehwan were becoming one again.


They were becoming him.


Jaehwan felt the lingering regrets and attachments within him slowly fading. Like new clothes becoming old and worn, every memory he had protected was disappearing.


Do not disappear.


Jaehwan cried out toward the fading memories. But they scattered helplessly through his grasp and through the echoes.


Had all of that truly happened?


What did it even mean for something to have truly happened to a human being?


Darkness filled the space around him, and the dream ended.


Jaehwan never had a dream like that again.


* * *


Watching countless suns and moons rise beyond the GOP’s barbed-wire fence, Jaehwan became a private first class, then a corporal, and finally a sergeant.


He adapted to life in the army. He endured ordinary routines and built an ordinary history. Guarding a front line that no one ever invaded, he gradually became an ordinary human being.


“Sergeant Jaehwan is amazing. You don’t make us deal with even the usual cleaning hazing.”


After Jaehwan became a squad leader, his barracks became a clean squad. Once, the timing happened to overlap with some barracks reform project, and the unit even received a commendation.


A barracks where discipline was strict, but hazing did not exist. That was Jaehwan’s barracks.


Still, no matter how much people praised him, Jaehwan felt nothing in particular.


“I only protected what needed protecting.”


“Come on, do you know how difficult that is?”


“It’s annoying, not difficult.”


“Ha ha, that’s the hardest part. Even when I become a sergeant, I don’t think I could be like you, Sergeant Jaehwan. How can you become a sergeant and never once think about getting out of cleaning duty? I could never have that kind of diligence...”


The other junior soldiers chimed in from all around.


“That’s right! Isn’t being diligent the hardest thing?”


“Exactly. Honestly, is there anyone in this unit, soldier or officer, more diligent than Sergeant Jaehwan?”


Diligent. It had been a long time since he heard that praise, and a fragment of memory flashed through his mind.


Memories of performing Stabs every day. Of counting numbers every day, never resting until he had fulfilled that day’s quota...


Jaehwan closed his eyes for a moment and muttered quietly.


“You have to perform at least a hundred thousand Stabs a day before you can call yourself a little diligent.”


“Pardon?”


The junior soldiers exchanged confused looks, but Jaehwan said nothing. His eyes were unfocused. He looked as though he did not understand why he had said that himself.


Trying to ease the mood, the junior soldier directly below him cried out.


“Hey, hey, he was joking. It was a joke! What are you all doing? Why aren’t you laughing?”


“Ha ha ha!”


“Ha ha! That is hilarious!”


“Sergeant Jaehwan, but what is a Stab? Are you talking about that thing?”


“As expected, Sergeant Jaehwan is amazing!”


Jaehwan smiled bitterly and flicked each junior soldier on the forehead.


As though performing Stabs.


Stab.


Now, even when Jaehwan remembered such things, they did not hurt anymore. As time passed, the bond between his memories and emotions weakened. Old emotions wore away until they could no longer cling easily to anything.


Jaehwan had become that sort of person. He was not especially sad about having changed that way.


* * *


Before long, Jaehwan completed his military service. Yoonhwan was discharged around the same time, and the two began attending school together again.


“How did you two go to the army and never send a single reply until you got out? Did you even get my letters properly?”


At Seoyul’s pouty tone, Yoonhwan answered with a sly grin.


“Hey, whose letters are you talking about? Oh, the photo you sent was useful. I stuck it on my locker and said you were my little sister. The senior soldiers went crazy over it.”


“Ah, shit. Was that you, Kim Yoonhwan? I wondered why I kept getting DMs from guys I had never even seen...”


Jaehwan slipped back into an ordinary life.


It was no longer as difficult as it had once been.


He still read books and trained alone, but he no longer sank into lonely fantasies as before. He accepted the new body he had, and he accepted his new life.


‘Reality’ was a world fundamentally different from the 《Great Realm》 or the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Jaehwan now had a body that steadily grew old, and he had become someone who would certainly die with time. Whether he wanted it or not, he would live for a short while and someday meet death.


Then what was the meaning of life?


The wall of mortality he encountered for the first time allowed Jaehwan to think in an entirely different way.


Human beings lived lives too short to change anything.


That thought was a great help whenever Jaehwan rationalized his actions, or turned away from questions of justice and uncertain problems.


He remembered Professor Sakamoto’s lecture.


“If it were another parallel universe.”


If this were a world where Skills and Awakening existed, where he could overcome himself simply by performing Stabs.


If it were a world where an obvious and immense malice existed, he surely would have been different from how he was now.


But this universe had none of those things. No Skills, no Settings, no Unique Worlds.


There was nothing.


Even if other parallel universes existed as Professor Sakamoto said, even if all the things Jaehwan had imagined and fantasized about truly existed somewhere in another universe, that was not the business of this universe.


And this universe was where Jaehwan had to live.


A place where no miracles existed.


A solid world that could not be overcome through effort alone.


A place where he could not even know what he should strive for or how he should strive, and where life ended before he could properly learn it.


That was this ‘reality.’


That place was this


「First Nightmare」.
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After graduating from college, Jaehwan found a job right away.


It was a small web novel company. Professor Sakamoto had recommended him for the position, and the reason behind that recommendation was quite absurd.


“I had a student who did nothing but read web novels even during class. He’ll surely become a fine asset to your company.”


The company that readily accepted such a recommendation was no less remarkable.


On his first day, Jaehwan was startled to learn who would be mentoring him.


“Ha ha, Mr. Jaehwan, was it? Nice to meet you. I’m Hwang Inchan, head editor of Team One.”


Jaehwan had been standing there blankly, off guard, and nearly screamed.


Sword Panic Hwang Inchan.


Even within his faded memories, this was one of the few people who had firmly retained their place.


The man who had organized 《Blade Walker》, the first selected raid party, when the 《Tower of Nightmares》 first opened.


The man considered the strongest Walker before reaching the Seventy-Seventh Floor.


That was Sword Panic Hwang Inchan. Yet Hwang Inchan was working here as the head editor of Team One.


Um...


Jaehwan’s lips moved on their own before he closed his mouth again.


There’s no point asking. He won’t remember anyway. It’s all just my delusion.


Hwang Inchan smiled affably at him.


“Is there something you want to ask?”


“No.”


“Hmm, really? You were staring at my face, so I thought there might be.”


“I’m sorry.”


“What are you sorry for?”


Hwang Inchan waved it off with a laugh, as if it were nothing.


Even that relaxed expression and smile were exactly like the Hwang Inchan Jaehwan remembered.


A headache surged through him for the first time in a while, and Jaehwan quietly bit the inside of his lip.


Even so, was the ‘world’ I experienced really fake? I remember this man so vividly.


Teacher had said something like that once.


His delusions operated through a system that manipulated itself in real time based on cognitive dissonance. He would think he already knew strangers he had never met, then use those people to reinforce his delusions.


“What kind of web novel do you like best?”


Jaehwan snapped back to his senses.


“Well... It’s difficult to name just one novel.”


He wondered if that was too timid an answer for a new employee, but Hwang Inchan instead looked pleased.


“You must’ve read quite a lot. Once you’ve read beyond a certain number of books, it becomes nearly impossible to pick just one.”


Jaehwan lowered his head with an awkward smile.


“Then do you have a favorite genre? Fantasy? Martial arts? Or games?”


After hesitating for a moment, Jaehwan answered.


“Regression.”


Hwang Inchan raised his eyebrows.


“Regression? You mean regression stories?”


“Yes.”


Of course, Jaehwan did not truly like regression stories. If anything, they were close to the genre he hated most. He had only answered that way to test Hwang Inchan.


Sure enough, Hwang Inchan brightened and took Jaehwan’s hand.


“Actually, I like regression stories too! Ha ha, they’re the most entertaining, aren’t they?”


“Yes...”


“No matter how much some readers whine that they’re tired of regression stories, they’re still the trend. Why? Because wanting to go back to the past and change your life is a universal human desire. Everyone wants an easy, convenient way to win at life.”


Jaehwan was a little surprised by Hwang Inchan’s view of regression stories. He had never thought of them that way.


Just what I’d expect from someone who left for the past the moment the 「Stone of Regression」 appeared.


As Jaehwan made that inward assessment, he realized he was slipping back into delusion again and fell silent.


Perhaps it was because he had met someone who reminded him of his memories after so long. His heart had grown unsettled once more.


Trying to calm himself, Jaehwan looked around the office as if he were simply taking it in. It was small. Even for a struggling company, the office was excessively cramped.


Three or four desks stood in a row between closely packed partitions. A wall-mounted smart TV, perhaps forty inches wide, hung on the wall by the windows.


The TV was tuned to the Yonhap News channel. Startup representatives ruined by the tyranny of major corporations were protesting in Gwanghwamun. Most looked to be around Jaehwan’s age. The report was about subcontracting, corruption, lobbying, and things of that sort.


“Your desk is over there. To be honest, there aren’t many employees, so our whole team only has about five people, including you and me. Still, don’t be too disappointed. This is all part of being young. Our company may not pay much, but...”


That was when the news broadcast was interrupted.


“Wait! What are you doing?!”


The camera shook wildly along with the reporter’s flustered voice, revealing a man.


“Everyone! You have to realize it! We all have to realize it!”


Though the TV was not particularly loud, the voice rang throughout the office. Hwang Inchan had initially looked irritated, but he was already staring at the TV.


“Everyone! Please, open your eyes!”


“Oh, here comes the 'wiretap in my ear' routine again.”


Hwang Inchan snickered at the man fighting the reporter for the microphone.


“Mr. Jaehwan, watch this carefully. If you want to become a good editor, you need to see things like this too. It all helps.”


Before Jaehwan could answer, the man snatched back the microphone and kept shouting.


“Everyone, we are trapped inside a Tower! We are trapped within the 《Tower of Nightmares》, being cultivated!”


Hwang Inchan burst into louder laughter.


“Ha ha ha! The 《Tower of Nightmares》? Has this old man read too much fantasy?”


The man cried out in a desperate voice. Perhaps this was what the voice of someone facing destruction sounded like. His expression was terribly earnest and grief-stricken. Though everyone in the world laughed at him, he was still there, refusing to bow his head.


“Everyone, the place where you live is... No... This is not a proper... life... You can see the Tower... Destruction...!”


The screen changed after those final words. An anchor’s voice apologized to viewers for the sudden broadcast accident.


Hwang Inchan was still laughing.


“Really, the world these days is more entertaining than fantasy. Come on, we should make something even more entertaining than that.”


Hwang Inchan lightly patted Jaehwan’s shoulder.


Jaehwan’s eyes remained fixed on the screen. The man was no longer there, yet he could not look away from the news broadcast. It was as if he were waiting for the man to appear on screen once more.


After a brief silence, Jaehwan finally answered.


“Yes. Let’s do that.”


“Good! Then let’s work hard!”


With Hwang Inchan’s hand still patting his shoulder, Jaehwan sat at his desk. The handover files left by his predecessor filled the monitor. Yet he could not focus on a single word.


The image of the man who had appeared on the screen passed over his empty retinas.


An overgrown beard. A stained white coat.


White hair gone hoary, as though he had suffered greatly over the years.


Jaehwan knew that man. Even after all this time, it was a face he could never forget. How could he forget that face?


That can’t be. Why are you...


The last thing the man had said to him returned with startling clarity.


“Even if the Tower never appeared, I think Jaehwan-gun’s world truly existed. No, I think it still exists.”


After Jaehwan had come to ‘reality,’ Teacher had spent more time with him than anyone else.


Perhaps Teacher understood Jaehwan better than anyone in this world.


And Teacher had diagnosed Jaehwan’s world as a ‘delusion’ in more precise words than anyone else.


The man on the TV was Teacher.


* * *


Teacher continued appearing on television. Whenever cameras showed different protests, his face was there. He could always be found among the poor, at places exposing conglomerates or all manner of corruption.


Teacher was more socially prominent than Jaehwan had realized.


He had studied under renowned scholars while moving between Germany and France, but was a fraud who had also practiced illegal counseling and treatment. Even political and business figures who had once sought him out turned away from Teacher because of his bizarre behavior.


The media quickly investigated Teacher’s identity and stirred up every possible scandal, turning all his statements into a joke.


The fall of a genius.


Teacher, who had once diagnosed Jaehwan with delusional disorder, was now being made into a delusional patient by the media.


“Everyone! We have to realize it! We, we are trapped inside a Tower!”


Jaehwan could not understand Teacher’s true intentions.


Why was he behaving like that now?


Was Teacher not the one who had argued in every way possible over the past ten years, saying that money was everything in this world and that Jaehwan had to accept it for his family’s sake?


“Lately, I often wonder whether my treatment was wrong. If one is not a god, who could dare treat or correct another person’s world?”


Had something changed in the meantime?


Or did Teacher have some other purpose?


“Perhaps it is because of Jaehwan-gun’s influence.”


“My influence?”


“Yes. Jaehwan-gun, perhaps it was not you who were persuaded by ten years of time, but me.”


Jaehwan occasionally opened the latest literary magazines and searched through the debut works to see whether a novel Teacher had written had been published. Yet he found neither Teacher’s name nor the novel he had read back then.


Several times, he considered going to find Teacher. Once, he even saw Teacher while passing through Gwanghwamun by chance. But he never spoke to him.


Maybe he was afraid.


Afraid he would find a feeling he had barely managed to suppress. Afraid that feeling would plunge him into profound despair again.


“Please, please open your eyes!”


Fortunately or unfortunately, the talk surrounding Teacher soon quietly disappeared beneath other gossip.


It was because of Teacher’s unwavering attitude.


Teacher was always at protest sites, but never expressed support for any particular person or formed alliances with any particular group. Before long, the groups naturally lost interest and drifted away from him.


“Ugh, it’s that man again. It stops being interesting when he just repeats the same thing.”


Hwang Inchan, who was watching Yonhap News with him, groaned as he spoke.
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“There are people like that sometimes, people who have no idea how the world works. They don't realize everyone gets their own fifteen minutes in life. That man's fifteen minutes ended a long time ago.”


After saying that, Hwang Inchan stroked his beard and turned to Jaehwan.


“Hmm, Jaehwan-ssi. Have I told you this before?”


“Do you mean Andy Warhol's fifteen minutes?”


“That's right! As expected of our Jaehwan-ssi!”


‘Andy Warhol's fifteen minutes’ was one of Hwang Inchan's favorite sayings.


Everyone had their greatest fifteen minutes in life. It had been quoted so often that it had long since stopped being fashionable.


Even so, Hwang Inchan brought up fifteen minutes whenever he had the chance. Thanks to that, Jaehwan felt as if he would develop a neurosis every fifteen minutes.


“Our writers are the same. Right? Modern fantasy is popular these days, but how long do you think it will stay on top? Trends come and go. Fantasy? Martial arts? Who knows what will be popular next? Just because a writer is doing well now doesn't mean they'll do well next time.”


By then, Jaehwan knew how to respond in situations like this.


“You mean everyone has their own fifteen minutes in life?”


“That's right! Everyone has their best fifteen minutes, and nobody knows when or how those fifteen minutes will end. I think your fifteen minutes are right now, Jaehwan-ssi. Your numbers were pretty good this quarter too. Do you have a knack for sweet-talking writers?”


“I was just lucky.”


“Right. That's how you do it! Seoyul-ssi! You should learn from Jaehwan-ssi too.”


There had been a small change at Jaehwan's company. One of them was that Han Seoyul had joined his team.


“Ah, yes...”


If he had known in advance, he would have stopped it. Yet it had happened regardless of Jaehwan's wishes.


“Don't just be good at answering. You need to bring in a decent writer or two. Don't be so blunt when you talk to writers, either. Change your KakaoTalk profile to a picture where you look better.”


As Seoyul's expression gradually darkened, Jaehwan began to feel uneasy. The previous employee had eventually quit because they could not endure the department head's verbal abuse. It looked as if the same thing was about to happen again before his eyes.


“You have a weapon, Seoyul-ssi. Right? If you ask me, this is exactly your ‘fifteen minutes.’”


Jaehwan could not bear to watch the fear in Seoyul's pale, trembling eyes. He finally spoke.


“Department Head.”


“Huh?”


He had interrupted Hwang Inchan, but he had no idea what to say next. In the novels written by the authors, protagonists always escaped situations like this with some clever turn of phrase. It seemed Jaehwan was not protagonist material after all.


Hwang Inchan looked between Jaehwan and Seoyul. Then, as if he had suddenly realized something, he playfully wiggled his pinky finger.


“Oh, what is this? Was I being oblivious?”


Jaehwan shook his head.


“It isn't like that.”


“Huh? Then what is it?”


Jaehwan did not answer.


He looked around, hoping someone would step in, but everyone avoided his gaze. Hwang Inchan rested a finger against his chin and tilted his head.


“Hm, you're still suspicious. You only ever rush to defend Seoyul-ssi. Are you two dating already? Or are you in that talking stage? Or is it just you?”


“Department Head.”


“Hey, Seoyul-ssi. What do you think of our Jaehwan-ssi? Jaehwan-ssi is the kind of man other men recognize. Does he seem that way to women too?”


“Department Head, it isn't like that.”


“Why? Are you embarrassed? In times like this, the man should step forward first...”


Jaehwan let out a quiet sigh. It was a mistake.


Hwang Inchan had been joking at first, but a strange chill had settled over the office. His expression stiffened.


“Jaehwan-ssi, why are you getting so serious over nothing? No, why are you making me out to be some kind of creep? This is embarrassing.”


Jaehwan's lips parted at Hwang Inchan's sudden outburst.


“I'm sorry.”


“Sorry is all you've got? You don't have some strange ideology, do you?”


“What?”


“You know, the stuff that's popular among young people these days. PC, feminism, all that. Kids who start talking about discrimination and fairness whenever they open their mouths. Are you into that too, Jaehwan-ssi?”


Why was he bringing that up here?


Jaehwan frowned in confusion, but Hwang Inchan kept pressing down on the accelerator.


“Jaehwan-ssi. Didn't you understand what I said? If you have thoughts like that, tell me quickly. The company takes these things seriously too.”


“I'm sorry.”


“What are you sorry for? Are you saying I'm right? Do you even realize you've done something wrong?”


Jaehwan had no idea what he was supposed to say. When he pressed his lips shut, Hwang Inchan continued as if he had expected it.


“Our Jaehwan-ssi is especially frustrating at times like this. You need to get your head straight. Readers get tired of those topics.”


As Hwang Inchan rattled on, Jaehwan let out a small sigh to himself.


Work was always like this. By the time you realized something had gone wrong, it was already too late.


Still, there were moments when Jaehwan could not help but say something.


Jaehwan knew.


He was not particularly smart.


He had forgotten most of the knowledge the Transcendents had given him. He did not even understand the concept of human rights clearly. He knew PC meant political correctness, but did not know what the initials stood for.


Yet that did not mean Jaehwan knew nothing about what was right and wrong in the world.


At the very least, Jaehwan understood that a human being was not defined by a single form of Clothes.


“Think about it. You know too, Jaehwan-ssi. What is life for people like us? Working all day, getting pushed around by our bosses, suffering at work, then going home. A pathetic life.”


“...”


“What do you think they want to read while they rest? Some grand story about human rights? A story about debates over justice? Of course, human rights and justice are all good things. But look at reality. Do stories like that sell in our field?”


Jaehwan knew. So-called didactic works that dealt with such subjects did not merely fail to sell in genre fiction. They could not even get contracts.


“Do you think people don't read those things because they don't know they're good? They know. Everyone knows! They don't read them precisely because they know!”


The words gave him a sense of déjà vu.


Jaehwan had definitely heard someone speak in a similar tone somewhere before.


Had it been at the Tree of Illusion?


Yu Seolha? Maiad? Or had Cheongheo said it?


He could not remember well. Perhaps he was deliberately refusing to remember.


“Every ideology is only popular for a while. Back in my day, you went to prison if you got that sort of thing wrong. You're too young to understand, Jaehwan-ssi. You haven't lived nearly enough life.”


Life.


Jaehwan wondered whether Hwang Inchan could still say that if he knew about Jaehwan's ten billion years.


“Do you think everyone lives like this because they hate justice? We live like this because we have no choice. You grew up watching your mother and father live, so you know that too, don't you?”


Mother.


Jaehwan froze at the sudden word.


“Everyone is struggling day by day just to feed their families and survive. What people need isn't justice. It's sweet comfort. We edit writing that comforts them.”


Jaehwan suddenly glanced at his monitor.


The novel he had been editing was open there. A battle scene crammed full of sound effects and mimetic words. Female supporting characters who spoke only lines that barely sounded human, and male supporting characters who died like disposable extras after serving as predictable villains.


Protagonists pursuing ever greater desires.


Jaehwan thought of the readers who found comfort in such protagonists. Did they really want that kind of comfort?


“Jaehwan-ssi, you're good in every way, but you're sometimes too inflexible. Listen carefully to what I'm saying. I'm giving you this advice as someone with more life experience.”


Was that so?


Jaehwan thought that if such things were truly life, then Hwang Inchan might indeed be his senior.


After Hwang Inchan finished his long speech, Jaehwan returned to his seat. Seoyul gave him an apologetic look, and Jaehwan only nodded slightly.


A YouTube video he had failed to turn off continued playing in a corner of his editing window.


It was a video featuring Teacher.


The sound was off, but subtitles displayed Teacher's words as he spoke at a protest site.


“We have to change... this Tower that takes precious people hostage, this world where people become one another's hostages...”


Jaehwan turned off the video.


His editing window appeared beneath it.


.


.


Kwakakak!


Kugugugugu!


“Urgh, cough! What tremendous power!”


“Ha ha ha! How does it taste?”


.


.


Jaehwan stared silently at the document window.


He understood what Hwang Inchan meant when he said people read this and found comfort.


Jaehwan had been the same.


To run from his memories, he had read stories like this and endured one more day. To run from his own story, he had kept consuming other stories.


Maybe that was what this world had been made for from the start.


After staring at the screen for a long time, Jaehwan began typing again.


He changed Kwakakak! to Kwakaka!


He changed “How does it taste?” to “What does it taste like?”


With an expressionless face, he corrected those things.


Because that was ‘life’ in this world.


Because he had decided to accept it now.


To protect what was precious, he had decided to accept the world.


Jaehwan's resolve lasted exactly one month.


A month later, while Jaehwan was working late at the office, he received a sudden call from the hospital.


His mother was in critical condition.


* * *


After holding a three-day funeral, receiving mourners, carrying the coffin, riding in the hearse, and watching his mother vanish into the flames, Jaehwan felt hollow.


So easily.


Yoonhwan held Jaehwan's shoulders. Seoyul could not hide her reddened eyes. Seeing them, and seeing the empty place left by the father who never came to the funeral, Jaehwan sank into a long grief he could not understand.


He had learned the news about his mother three days earlier. If he had not gone to see her the moment he heard she was in critical condition, he might not even have been able to say goodbye.


“It seems she hid it for a long time. Her condition has already progressed beyond the point where we can do anything...”


Was terminal cancer not something that existed only in novels?


Jaehwan could not adapt to the tragedy that had come upon him so suddenly.


Mother.


His mother had been both the premise and the purpose of his becoming ordinary in this world. Jaehwan had adapted to this world only for her. He had lived in this world for her.


“Jaehwan.”


“Yes, Mother.”


“I, I was only worried about you. I'm sorry.”


His mother left behind words he could not understand.


“Giving you to that Teacher was a mistake. I, I...”


“It's all right, Mother.”


“Your father never hit you. That Teacher was wrong. You aren't unhappy. You...”


After the funeral, Jaehwan lived like a broken man for some time.


He took leave from work and cleaned out his mother's room. There, he found many things he had forgotten, or never known about.


One of them was 『The Little Prince』, which his mother had read to him when he was young.


Jaehwan read the book again from the beginning.


Then, little by little, he came to understand things he had not been able to grasp as a child. He realized it was not a simple fairy tale. He also understood much more clearly what the author had wanted to say.


But that was all.


In the end, it was only a novel.


Reality and delusion were different. No matter how fine its metaphors or symbols were, they could not overcome reality.


Several dozen letters had been tucked into the final pages of The Little Prince. Jaehwan checked the sender and was startled.


They were letters from Teacher.


They had arrived while Jaehwan was serving in the military. His mother had kept every one of them without throwing any away.


“Jaehwan-gun, you were right, and I was wrong.”


“You truly misunderstand. I never meant to hurt you, Jaehwan-gun.”


“Jaehwan-gun, I know. The Tower really exists. So let's talk one more time.”


“Jaehwan-gun...”


Jaehwan read the letters Teacher had left behind all night.
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“What do you mean, you took a whole week off work?”


The first person to greet Jaehwan when he returned to work after a week away was Manager Hwang Inchan. Hwang nagged him all day, and Jaehwan kept silent without talking back once.


When it was nearly time to leave, Hwang dragged Jaehwan to a company dinner.


“I’m sorry about your mother.”


Hwang set down his glass with a satisfied sigh and repeatedly patted Jaehwan’s back.


“Everyone loses their mother someday. Sooner or later, everybody becomes an orphan. It happens to all of us. It’s like military service, you know? It’ll pass before you know it, so don’t worry. Military service was like that too, wasn’t it?”


Hwang Inchan’s face was flushed. The heavy smell of alcohol hung in the air.


The messy atmosphere of the drinking party was slowly making Jaehwan nauseous.


“Come on, drink! Let’s drink for Jaehwan-ssi today!”


Regardless of what Jaehwan wanted, the mood kept building.


“Back in my day...”


Once the drinks began flowing, Hwang Inchan predictably started boasting about himself.


Jaehwan quietly watched him.


Come to think of it, Hwang had always talked about the past. It was as though his real self existed only back then. He went on and on about those days.


It was not just Hwang, either. Deputy Manager Yoon and Assistant Manager Jang were the same whenever they were alone. Maybe people had simply been made that way from the start.


“Come on, look at this guy’s face. Your mother passing away doesn’t mean the whole world has ended! You still have people who matter, don’t you? You have us too. Aren’t we all family? Producer Yoon, isn’t that right?”


“Huh? Yes, of course.”


“Exactly! You think about your family and live another day. Keep doing that, and good things will happen eventually. Who knows what tomorrow holds? Here, have another drink!”


After pouring Jaehwan a beer, Hwang shook his empty glass and gave Seoyul, seated beside him, a meaningful look. Seoyul flinched and drew in her shoulders.


“Ms. Seoyul, don’t sit there holding back. Come pour us a drink. Jaehwan-ssi would rather have a drink poured by you than one poured by me, wouldn’t he?”


Seoyul hesitantly picked up the bottle, but Jaehwan shook his head as if he did not need one. Hwang immediately held out his own glass instead.


“Come on.”


After hesitating, Seoyul poured him a drink. Hwang grinned.


“Ms. Seoyul, you’ve been working hard lately. You know our company is getting acquired soon, right? If you listen to me, you might get to go to headquarters with me after the merger. I’m close with their Representative, you know?”


Hwang casually put an arm around Seoyul’s shoulders and laughed loudly. Seoyul tried to free herself, but Hwang smoothly avoided her hands and even asked with an innocent expression.


“Hm? Ms. Seoyul, are you uncomfortable?”


“My shoulder hurts a little...”


“Aw, our Ms. Seoyul must be exhausted from work. I’ll loosen it up for you. I studied a bit of manual therapy, you know.”


“I’m fine...”


Hwang mixed beer and soju without asking, then shoved the large beer glass into Seoyul’s hands. With both hands occupied, Hwang’s hands naturally began kneading her shoulders.


“Oh my, you’re really tense.”


He seemed to be massaging her trapezius muscles, but his hands began brushing other places as well. Seoyul’s expression darkened further.


“Ms. Seoyul, haven’t you gained weight lately? You need to take care of your health while you’re still young. Keep neglecting yourself like this and you’ll really go downhill, you know? Look at me. I could eat anything when I was young and never gain weight, but I let my guard down for a moment and ended up like this. You can’t get complacent just because you’re young.”


Then his hand casually touched her stomach.


Under normal circumstances, it would have been impossible. Yet the mood in that room made it possible.


Seoyul bit down hard on her lip and looked around for help. There were so many eyes in the room, but not one person looked back at her.


Producer Yoon, who was always especially sensitive about leaving work on time. Producer Jang, who guarded every single vacation day as though by instinct. The employees from other departments who usually went on about workers’ rights. None of them were anywhere to be seen. They were pretending to be drunk, or perhaps they truly were drunk.


The last person Seoyul met eyes with was Jaehwan.


Their gazes only met for an instant, but in that instant, Jaehwan understood everything that had happened in Seoyul’s heart, and everything that would happen next.


Seeing his expression, Seoyul shook her head with anxious eyes.


Jaehwan thought about Seoyul.


He thought about the woman who would be left alone after he caused trouble. He thought about her younger brother, who made her shake her head. He thought about the hostages in this world bound to her, and the System that had given her those hostages.


‘System.’


Under the flickering lights, Jaehwan looked up at the ceiling.


As he stared at the rectangular ceiling covered in flashy lights, he imagined the scene beyond it.


He thought of The World After the Fall, which he had forgotten for so long.


He had never been someone who thought about such things.


Jaehwan rose from his seat and grabbed Hwang Inchan by the shoulder.


Hwang looked up at him in irritation.


“Huh? Jaehwan-ssi?”


Without answering, Jaehwan looked down at Hwang.


Under that gaze, like the gaze of a giant eye in the sky, Hwang finally took his hand off Seoyul’s shoulder.


“Do you have something to say?”


Jaehwan grabbed Hwang’s right arm, which hung awkwardly in the air. Hwang’s eyes widened slightly, and he tried to pull free.


“Wait a moment. What are you doing?”


When Jaehwan did not answer, Hwang urgently turned to Seoyul.


“Ms. Seoyul, don’t just stand there. Say something. I think Jaehwan-ssi has misunderstood something.”


The sudden disturbance spread unease through the drinking party. Even the executives at the table across from them were looking over. As one indifferent gaze after another gathered on him, Hwang awkwardly smiled and shouted.


“This guy’s drunk! Understandable. After going through something so sad, anyone would be like this. Drink up. Come on, drink! It’s nothing, everyone, so don’t pay any attention!”


Jaehwan saw Hwang’s pathetic smile. He saw Seoyul, unable to lift her head. He saw the others quickly returning to their indifference.


Having successfully settled the situation, Hwang’s eyes turned sharp.


“Jaehwan-ssi, we’ll discuss this later. Can’t you see the directors are here? Are you in your right mind? Just because your mother passed away doesn’t mean I can overlook everything. What you’re doing right now is...”


Jaehwan slowly exhaled and closed his eyes.


As if by magic, the sensations around him vanished.


Why am I still living like this?


The feelings he had endured in silence exploded within that stillness.


He could not understand why he had not done this sooner.


“Jaehwan-ssi, I’m only giving you a warning this time, but if you do this again... Uh, uh? Uuuhhh? My arm, my arm! Aaaagh!”


Hwang, still gripped by Jaehwan, began screaming in pain.


The people around them shot to their feet at the same moment Jaehwan’s right fist moved.


Every glass on the table overturned. Hwang groaned as he was thrown face-first across the table, his whole body writhing like an insect.


Jaehwan’s fist drove in cleanly, as though landing a Stab. Blood splashed through the shattered liquor bottles.


“Ugh... urgh...”


Hwang’s groans slipped through the others’ screams.


Everyone in the room was overwhelmed by that primal violence, while Jaehwan’s fist kept moving without a word.


Blood sprayed. Flesh was crushed.


A few employees finally came to their senses and cautiously tried to stop Jaehwan, supporting Hwang as they pulled him away. The directors rose from their seats and glared at Jaehwan.


Jaehwan saw one director take out a phone and call someone. He slowly spoke.


“If you’re going to report it, then report it.”


He lightly wiped the blood from his fist as though cleaning a blade, then looked toward the directors’ table. The startled director hurriedly lowered the phone.


Jaehwan looked at them with indifferent eyes and continued.


“But you’ll have to testify exactly what happened here, and what all of you chose to ignore. The acquiring company will hear about it too.”


As though it contained evidence, Jaehwan raised his phone’s camera. The directors’ faces went pale as they looked at one another.


“I don’t need severance pay. Take care of the paperwork yourselves.”


As Jaehwan turned away, Hwang reached toward him and muttered something. He was clearly trying to say something, but his lips had split open so badly that his voice did not come out properly.


Perhaps that was why it sounded like this.


Jaehwan-ssi.


You should think about the people who matter to you.


Jaehwan looked briefly at Seoyul, who was still frozen in place. Seoyul silently looked up at him, let out a quiet sigh, then rose with him.


As they left the restaurant together, Jaehwan thought:


There was nothing precious left to him now.


* * *


Three days later, Jaehwan was in Sakamoto’s laboratory.


“I’m sorry, Professor. You went to the trouble of introducing me to that company...”


He did not know whether his warning had worked, but the company did not report him to the police. He had received no contact from Hwang Inchan or the directors, either. The only sign that the company had not forgotten him was the final paycheck deposited into his account with its neat, exact numbers.


Sakamoto, who knew the whole story, sighed.


“No, it’s all right. I heard about it from Seoyul-yang. It sounds like it was more than justified. If anything, I’m the one who should be sorry.”


“...”


“I misjudged him. I had no idea Manager Hwang had changed that much. Really, he was not always like that. I don’t know what to say.”


Jaehwan noticed the stacks of books on parallel universes piled across the laboratory table.


Sakamoto had not changed, then or now. That made Jaehwan feel strangely wistful.


Perhaps sensing his gaze, Professor Sakamoto gave a faint smile.


“Even if not in this universe, I’m sure he is a decent person in another one.”


“Parallel universe theory again.”


“If I don’t think that way, life becomes too harsh.”


Watching Professor Sakamoto laugh, Jaehwan wanted to tell him that Hwang Inchan was probably not a particularly good person in another universe either.


“Apparently it can be split apart... At this size, a great many people could use this item.”


That bastard would still be a stupid fool there.


“Since it could be a lie, I’ll test it myself first and let all of you know.”


He would still be a damned man so blinded by the glory of the past that he would plunge all humanity into a nightmare.


Yet Professor Sakamoto, who knew none of that, only drank his coffee with a kindly smile.


Looking at him, then at the countless scientific theory books piled on his shelves, Jaehwan felt something he could not name.


“Professor, do you truly believe in parallel universes?”


Was it an illusion that Professor Sakamoto’s coffee cup trembled faintly?


Sakamoto hurriedly took out a handkerchief and wiped his mouth.


“Parallel universe theory is only a hypothesis.”


“Does that mean you don’t believe in it?”


“Hmm. How should I explain this?”


“There is no such thing as imagination or delusion in this world. That imagination clearly exists as a world in another universe. Those were your words, Professor. Do you really believe that?”


Professor Sakamoto fell silent for a while. It was the silence of someone trying to grasp the intent behind Jaehwan’s question.


The clock mounted high on the wall ticked steadily.


Sakamoto spoke again around the time the second hand completed a full circle.


“Jaehwan-ssi. I cannot answer that question, because it is not a question I can answer. But I can tell you something else.”


Behind his rimless glasses, the professor’s intelligent eyes gleamed.


“Jaehwan-ssi, do you know anything about classical mechanics?”


“A little.”


“Oh? It seems you did listen to some of my lectures after all.”


“I only barely understand that apples fall because of gravity.”


Professor Sakamoto laughed heartily.


“That’s right. For people in Newton’s time, the explanation that gravity acted on a tree and caused an apple to fall was enough to explain the world. It was a very simple world. Everyone believed they could understand the world through numbers and calculations alone.”


“I see. But why bring that up all of a sudden...?”


Professor Sakamoto smiled mysteriously.


“People of that era believed everyone lived in the same absolute, identical time, looking at the same things. Think about it. How simple the world must have seemed to them. Imagine the shock they felt when they one day encountered theories such as relativity and quantum mechanics.”


“Hmm...”


Jaehwan thought about it for a moment.


Perhaps it was similar to the moment Adapters became Awakened Ones.


“People living in the world of classical mechanics did not know that time and the motion of objects were relative to the observer. They never knew there was a possibility that an apple falling due to gravity might, after hundreds of millions or trillions of experiments, pass through the ground or vanish somewhere unknown to us.”


“That... yes, I suppose they didn’t.”


“To them, relativity and quantum mechanics must have looked like profound magical formulas. Arthur C. Clarke said something similar, did he not? Any sufficiently advanced science is indistinguishable from magic.”


Jaehwan carefully considered Sakamoto’s words, but he could not figure out what the professor wanted to say.


There was no need to ask. Professor Sakamoto had always hated riddling exchanges.


“How do you think people of that era reacted when they encountered new theories?”


“Well... they must have tried to learn them.”


“Do you really think so?”


Professor Sakamoto fell silent and looked down at the students’ reports spread across his desk. True to the reputation of his notoriously difficult class, reports that earned even a C were rare, let alone a B.


Jaehwan blankly looked down at those reports. Then something suddenly clicked, and he lifted his head.


Professor Sakamoto was smiling and nodding.


“Jaehwan-ssi, we are still living in the age of classical mechanics.”
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We are still living in the age of classical mechanics.


Jaehwan thought he could vaguely understand what that meant.


Professor Sakamoto took another sip of coffee and continued.


“From classical mechanics in Newton’s time, to relativity in Einstein’s, and recently to quantum physics and grand unified theory. The prevailing theories that seek to interpret the world have continued to advance. But look at people today. Most people neither know nor care what those theories are. To them, this world is still an innocent place where apples fall from trees, and they pick them up to eat.”


“...”


“Three hundred years have passed since Newton. In all that time, humanity has only learned to cultivate fallen apples, or at best, watch videos of other people eating them.”


Jaehwan suddenly thought of the Tree of Illusion, and the residents of Chaos struggling desperately to obtain Fruit. Then he thought of the gods and Lords who had watched and toyed with their tragedy through 《Little Brother》.


He thought of the humans of this world.


“No matter how grand a theory may be, the human world can only exist within the limits of human vision. Within the crude vision of people who cannot even observe a single atom.”


“...”


“That is why we can never know what the ‘real world’ looks like. Because even this damned ‘classical mechanics’ keeps the world running well enough. Relativity, quantum mechanics. People can live just fine without knowing any of that. They eat, earn money, and reproduce.”


There was a strange passion in Sakamoto’s voice. He stopped there, took several more sips of coffee, then let out a light sigh.


“I got a little carried away. I’m sorry. I’ve been like this sometimes lately.”


“No, it was good to hear.”


“This is not what you wanted to hear, is it? You have something on your mind, don’t you, Jaehwan-ssi?”


Jaehwan raised his eyes slightly and asked, “How did you know?”


“People who wonder about things like parallel universes usually have similar troubles.”


Professor Sakamoto had finished his coffee. He stared into the empty cup for a moment, then spoke in a slightly dazed voice.


“Maybe it is because this is the first time a student has come to me with something like this. I suddenly remembered the dream I had yesterday.”


“A dream?”


Professor Sakamoto nodded shyly.


“I’m only telling you this, Jaehwan-ssi, but I often have strange dreams. I have never told anyone because it is embarrassing.”


“What kind of dreams?”


“Can you promise not to laugh?”


“I promise.”


Professor Sakamoto traced the rim of his empty cup, then scratched his cheek awkwardly. He lowered his voice as if whispering.


“Dual-Wielding.”


“Pardon?”


“In that dream, I am a warrior who uses the Dual-Wielding skill.”


For a moment, the air around them seemed to harden.


“That world is one where everything has been destroyed. A strange structure shaped like a tower descends from the sky, and humanity must climb it. I am one of them. Ha ha, is that not something even Professor Freud would laugh at?”


Freud might have laughed.


Jaehwan could not.


Because he already knew this story.


“There, I raise my level and build up my stats as I struggle to clear the Tower. It is absurd, but even in the dream, people call me Sakamoto. Dreams are strange things. Even people I know appear in them. Manager Hwang, for example. It is an incredible delusion, is it not? And then...”


Professor Sakamoto’s story continued. Jaehwan listened without breathing, like someone who had found a miracle he had awaited for far too long in an unexpected place. Like a child praying that a story would never end.


“...and then, one time... Oh, Jaehwan-ssi, why are you suddenly...!”


Sakamoto pulled several tissues from the box and held them out in front of Jaehwan’s face. Only after some time had passed did Jaehwan understand why.


He quickly lowered his head and wiped his eyes.


“Jaehwan-ssi, what kind of person are you? I said not to laugh at me. I did not tell you to cry. Are you trying to make fun of me?”


“No, that is not it.”


Jaehwan wore a strange expression, as though he might laugh or cry.


How could he explain this feeling? Could he explain it at all?


Instead of explaining, Jaehwan wiped his cheeks with a tissue and asked another question.


“Professor Sakamoto, do you believe in those dreams?”


“Hm?”


“Do you believe those dreams are events happening in another universe, events that truly exist?”


Perhaps the question caught him off guard. Sakamoto lowered his eyes for a moment.


After a long silence, he finally spoke.


“To be honest, I think they might be.”


Jaehwan suddenly wanted to tell him.


That it had definitely happened. That in that world, Sakamoto had climbed the Tower with him and kept moving to protect the world.


In that world, Sakamoto had...


But Professor Sakamoto rose from his seat with an embarrassed expression, and Jaehwan could not bring himself to say it.


Sakamoto paced by the window, cleared his throat several times, then turned back toward Jaehwan.


“Anyway, that is what I wanted to say. What the ‘real world’ looks like may not matter very much to humanity. Revolution may not happen outside, but only inside a small, twisting, pitch-black box. And perhaps if that box changes, the ‘real world’ can change too.”


Jaehwan watched Sakamoto tap his own head as he spoke for a long time.


Then.


“Hm? Jaehwan-ssi, where are you going all of a sudden?”


“I am sorry. I just remembered I have somewhere to be.”


Jaehwan barely offered a farewell before running out of the laboratory.


Left alone in an instant, Professor Sakamoto scratched his cheek a few more times. He stared at the empty coffee cup for a moment, then quietly muttered toward the laboratory’s creaking glass door.


“I was just about to say that Jaehwan-ssi appears in my dreams too...”


* * *


It had been a long time since Jaehwan last came to Gwanghwamun.


Other than visiting to buy course books during university or coming a few times for work, Jaehwan had rarely been there.


Still, he had always seen Gwanghwamun on television and in the news. He had seen candles filling the streets, and people shouting to protect something.


There were far fewer people in Gwanghwamun now.


People had returned to their ordinary lives. In other words, they had returned to their own lives. Those who remained here were people with nowhere left to return to.


Jaehwan saw people sitting in tents before the statue of Yi Sun-sin, eating cup noodles. Some fought for the dead, while others fought for the living.


There were also those fighting for a cause, a group, or a political mission.


And among them was Jaehwan, who no longer fought anything.


“Why did you drag me out here all of a sudden? You two have decent jobs, but I am still looking for one...”


Yoonhwan grumbled, and Seoyul immediately snapped at him.


“We got fired, idiot.”


Soon after Jaehwan quit, Seoyul had left the company of her own accord. It was only natural. She could not have kept working at a company after something like that happened.


Jaehwan knew how hard Seoyul had worked to find a job, so he felt sorry. Yet she looked relieved instead. Yoonhwan, who also looked strangely relieved, added his own comment.


“You bastards. We are all in the same boat now.”


“You look awfully happy about it.”


Yoonhwan’s boisterous laughter and Seoyul’s teasing voice alternated beside him.


“What is that? There is a crowd gathered only over there.”


After they passed the tents and approached the statue of King Sejong, the scattered groups of people rapidly grew into a crowd.


A few organizations stood in their own formations, holding megaphones and shouting something. Their slogans were all similar, beginning with things like, “Step down!” and “Wake up!”


“Ugh, it is always loud whenever I come here.”


Yoonhwan frowned and looked around, as if searching for something entertaining.


“Hey, is that not that guy? The Teacher?”


He pointed at a massive installation beside the statue of King Sejong.


At first glance, it looked like a tower. To others, it was an unfamiliar shape. To Jaehwan, it was familiar.


A tower made from every kind of trash and discarded furniture.


A sorrowful feeling settled in one corner of his heart.


“Ah, I have seen that person too. They say he is always there, building that thing.”


“Oh, really? I thought he had not been in the news much lately.”


With the voices around them, Jaehwan and his Allies also approached the tower.


It was unbelievably tall for something one person had built. Weak spots had been reinforced with steel frames, while twisted sections had been filled in with cement.


It stood a little over ten meters tall. Small compared to the high-rise buildings around it, yet tall enough to take a person’s life.


The Teacher stood atop that strangely sized tower.


“Everyone! You must realize this! We are trapped inside the Tower!”


He was there again today, shouting the same words he always did.


Curious voices from passersby drifted over.


“That person is still doing this?”


“What? Did he really build that himself?”


The protest groups who had always occupied this place did not seem particularly interested in the Teacher.


A few representatives even picked fights with him. Their argument was simple. Because of him, the entire protest movement was suffering, so he should tear down that structure at once.


“I heard that person is getting paid. Some political party is paying him to do this.”


Someone said that.


Jaehwan could not understand it. Who would pay that man? The man who represented no one’s interests.


“Well, everyone gets paid to do things like that.”


“He will go into politics eventually. Once he gets famous, political parties will come trying to recruit him. That is what he is after too...”


Jaehwan wanted to get angry. He wanted to shout at the people, or at the Teacher himself.


Why are you still standing there?


You adapted to this world better than anyone. Why are you letting yourself be treated like that?


Yet Jaehwan did not speak.


Instead, he watched the Teacher. He silently watched as the Teacher shouted incomprehensible words at people, gathered scraps, and repaired the tower.


A thin layer of ice had formed on the ground in the winter cold.


Seoyul blew warm breath into her hands. Yoonhwan, who had come wearing only a padded jacket over his tracksuit, spoke in a sharp voice.


“Hey, how long are we staying? We did not come just to see that thing, did we?”


“We came to see it.”


“What? Why?”


Yoonhwan asked with a puzzled expression, but Jaehwan had no answer.


He did not know what he wanted, or what he did not know.


Time passed, and the weather grew colder. The number of protesters steadily increased. Was there some kind of organized protest that day? Before long, protesters tightly surrounded Jaehwan and his Allies.


“Waaaah!”


“Push! Push them out!”


Jaehwan was shoved forward by the crowd surging from behind. Yoonhwan and Seoyul screamed as they were pushed away from him.


People shouted from every direction. Curses and minor clashes broke out.


The situation grew more serious when large groups of riot police blocked the way ahead. Organizations representing their own interests were raising their voices all at once.


So many people were shouting at the same time that Jaehwan could not understand a single word they said.


The flustered riot police struggled to push the protesters back. Large and small bloody incidents broke out everywhere, while reporters gathered at a distance and fired off flashes without pause.


At the center of it all, the Teacher cried out alone.


“Everyone, you must realize this. Everyone!”


It was a very strange sight.


The Teacher continued shouting from atop that dreadful tower, speaking words no one heard.


Before he knew it, Jaehwan was shouting at the Teacher.


“Stop it. No one will listen to a voice like yours.”


“No matter how much you shout, people will never hear you.”


Jaehwan’s voice faded beneath the protesters’ cries.


As the protest grew more violent, more people crashed into the Teacher’s tower. Cracks spread across the cement, and the old steel frame bent inward.


His tower was collapsing.
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A few people let out startled cries, but that was all.


No matter what happened to a tower like that, they were too busy marching forward.


The Teacher was barely clinging to the leaning tower. His body flailed in midair, looking as if he could fall at any moment.


Why was no one saving him?


Jaehwan shouted at the people. No one looked his way.


They stood rooted in place like trees with roots sunk deep into the ground. They did not so much as twitch, like trees that only waited for sunlight where they stood. Like fragile plants that knew they would die if they moved even a little.


Jaehwan bit his lip.


Why did no one feel shame in this world of numbers?


The women's groups calling for human rights. The labor unions speaking for workers' rights. The university student alliances demanding lower tuition fees. Even the riot police blocking all those protesters.


None of them looked at the Teacher. They acted as if he did not exist.


Then Jaehwan realized something.


It was a sad and piercing realization.


The reason none of them would save the Teacher.


It was because the Teacher was not “a person of this world.”


To them, the Teacher was something they could not understand. Because they could not understand him, they excluded him. In their eyes, the Teacher was someone who could not be seen.


Like a life-form that existed beside them while living in a different universe. Like someone from a parallel universe who existed only as a hypothesis. The Teacher was a delusion that was here, yet not here.


Only Jaehwan could see that delusion.


A creaking sound rang out from somewhere.


It sounded like the roots of a giant tree being torn from the ground.


Jaehwan took one step forward, then another.


“Jaehwan, don’t.”


Yoonhwan’s hand reached out too late and grabbed his collar. Jaehwan shook it off and moved forward.


Just a little farther. Just a little more.


He pushed through the crowd as if carving a path through the impossible. Emotions surged within him as he shoved person after person aside. Some cursed at him and struck him. Others poured out complaints.


He was swept into a nearby brawl, leaving scratches on his arms and bruises on his legs. Jaehwan ignored every wound and kept moving.


At last, he reached where the Teacher had fallen.


The smell of garbage piles and old steel beams filled the air.


Jaehwan supported the Teacher, who lay collapsed beneath the ruined tower. Amid the protesters’ shouts, the Teacher slowly opened his eyes. His pupils trembled, then a faint smile appeared on his lips.


“Finally…”


Jaehwan silently looked down at him.


What should he say? How should he say it?


Only after his lips moved several times did Jaehwan finally manage to speak. Yet even then, it was not what he truly wanted to ask.


“Who are you?”


Jaehwan continued.


“You knew about the Tower from the beginning, didn’t you?”

“...”

“Cheongheo? Cayman? Karlton? Runald? Who are you? Who the hell are you that you…”


The Teacher, who had been quietly looking up at Jaehwan, asked, “If I tell you who I am, will you believe me, Jaehwan-gun?”


Jaehwan opened his mouth and held his breath.


The Teacher coughed up blood and laughed.


“Perhaps, as you said, I might be old man Cheongheo. I have a fair amount of medical knowledge, so it would be plausible enough.”

“...”

“Or perhaps I am Karlton. Just as he always carried a law dictionary with him, I always kept Freud’s complete works close at hand.”

“Wait…”

“Or I could be Runald. After all, I can say that I am now your only Follower.”

“...”

“If I am none of them, does that mean I have no right to believe in your world?”


Blood flowed from the back of the Teacher’s head. It seemed he had struck his head when he fell.


The Teacher spoke again.


“I’m sorry, Jaehwan-gun. This is all because of me. I ruined you. I destroyed your world, and I dared to diagnose it.”

“Don’t talk. You’re…”


The Teacher continued.


“But Jaehwan-gun, in a sense, that was not me. I was not the one who labeled your world a delusion, turned it into a symbol as I pleased, and judged it. It was not my will.”


Jaehwan wanted to ask.


Then what was it? If it was not your will, who was it?


“That was…”


The Teacher’s voice grew quieter beneath the protesters' roars. He looked as though he was about to lose consciousness. Jaehwan shook his body to keep him awake while listening even more closely.


Then the fading light returned to the Teacher’s eyes for an instant.


Jaehwan asked in a hurried voice. This time, it was the question he truly wanted to ask.


“What am I supposed to do now?”

“...”

“There’s nothing I can do in this world. What is this world? This reality you spoke of…”

“Didn’t you come all this way because you already know the answer, Jaehwan-gun?”


The Teacher gave a small smile and looked up at the sky beyond Jaehwan’s shoulder.


An empty sky with nothing in it.


Yet his gaze was endlessly delicate, as though he could see something beyond it.


“It is a beautiful sky.”


Jaehwan stared blankly for a moment before muttering, “Can you… see something?”

“I can see the sky.”

“Not that. I mean, something like eyes…”

“Eyes? Ha ha. Jaehwan-gun, there is nothing in this world’s sky.”


The corners of the Teacher’s mouth trembled.


“Because there is no 《Big Brother》 in this world.”


His voice calmly spoke of despair.


Yet it was also the voice of someone facing that despair head-on.


“There are other things instead.”


Other things.


“Jaehwan-gun. Wasn’t it you who taught me about worlds? Cheongheo, Karlton, Runald, Andersen, Cayman, Sirwen, Yu Seolha… Wasn’t it you yourself who told me the stories of all those people?”

“...”

“Your world still exists. It has not gone anywhere. It remains whole within you.”


Biting his lip as though in pain, the Teacher said, “Do not see the world through other people’s eyes. See it through your own eyes. Please, through your own eyes.”


My eyes.


“This is not a symbol or an analogy. It is not a metaphor or an allegory. It truly exists. Jaehwan-gun, that world truly exists.”


Jaehwan’s body began to tremble.


The shiver that began at his fingertips ran through his entire body. A familiar sensation flowed through him, and heat gathered in his eyes.


Jaehwan slowly closed them.


Then every gaze in the world vanished, leaving only his own.


In the quiet darkness, Jaehwan concentrated.


The eyes I lost.


Before long, something like a circular ring began to appear in his vision.


A snake devouring its own tail.


Jaehwan knew that snake.


Ouroboros.


He heard something spinning furiously.


It was a sensation far too old, far too familiar.


Yes.

It was time to begin again.


Jaehwan slowly opened his eyes.


Something was bursting within his mind. Like tiny stars exploding, something was blossoming inside him.


It felt like the moment of his first Awakening, when the System had fallen away from him.


Afterimages of different universes overlapped. This world and another world were linking together.


The Teacher had been right.


This was not a figure of speech. It was not a symbol or a metaphor.


This was…


“Can you see it? Jaehwan-gun, can you… see it?”


The Teacher looked up at Jaehwan with an expression that seemed both smiling and crying. The Teacher who had told him the truth was now asking him about that truth.


“Your world really did exist after all. Right? Ha ha, I… I was not wrong.”


With those final words, the Teacher lost consciousness.


Jaehwan hoisted the Teacher over his shoulder and looked around.


The landscape of the world had changed completely. The roaring cries had vanished without a trace, leaving behind a world filled only with hollow groans.


It was a world Jaehwan knew all too well.


Had this world I turned away from been watching over me all along?


In the lonely scenery of an Unique World where everything seemed to have fallen, Jaehwan finally felt a deep sense of relief.


This was his world.


The world he had protected for ten billion years.


The world that declared the destruction of all worlds.


The world that regained salvation by giving up on salvation.


This was The World After the Fall.


Jaehwan looked at the people.


No, he looked at the things that had clearly been people only moments ago.


Unlike in 《Chaos》, the people here did not look like corpses.


Trees stood where the people had been. Rotten, decaying trees. Trees that could not bear to leave the soil even though they knew there were no nutrients left in it.


Those trees were looking at him.


Jaehwan remembered Mulack’s words.


There was no 《Big Brother》 in the 「First Nightmare」.


There were no eyes in this world’s sky.


Because eyes were everywhere.


‘Little Brother.’


Countless eyes hanging from the trees stared at him. They watched his actions, criticized him, and lectured him.


Jaehwan met those eyes.


Then he smiled.


‘If I can see them, I can fight them.’


He walked carelessly toward them.


With a creaking sound, he walked and walked, like a tree pulling out its own roots.


The trees that saw him were shaken.


How could a tree…


They trembled. Their roots, trunks, and branches all trembled. They trembled in fear as they watched Jaehwan, who was not afraid in the least before so many eyes.


The trees wished for it.


For someone to punish that walking tree. To burn it.


No one stepped forward. They only moved aside.


Yoonhwan was among those rooted trees.


He could not understand why, in the middle of all this chaos, Jaehwan alone seemed to shine.


He had only saved one person. He was only walking back.


Why did it feel as though he had seen that scene over and over again?


An emotion he could neither explain nor understand filled his heart.


Yoonhwan’s eyes reddened as he suddenly turned to the side. Seoyul wore a similar expression. Like people who had only now realized shame, the two looked at each other.


They awkwardly met each other’s eyes, as if something like this had happened before, and looked together at Jaehwan.


“It feels like this happened before.”


Jaehwan walked toward them through the thick trees.


He walked with firm, unwavering steps.


Like people greeting the end of a long nightmare, Yoonhwan and Seoyul ran toward him.


The door to a new world was opening within humanity’s narrowest, darkest box.


* * *


Jaehwan arrived at an answer.


An “Unique World” existed in this world as well.


Like a parallel universe, it existed simultaneously with their world. Though condemned as a “delusion” and sometimes mocked, it had always left open that possibility.


Still, this Unique World was somewhat different from the Unique Worlds Jaehwan had known until now.


Here, having an Unique World did not mean one could easily construct a 「Setting」 or alter it. The Unique Worlds of this world operated according to far more complex and profound rules.


“Jaehwan-gun, this…”


The Teacher, who had been rushed straight to the hospital, handed Jaehwan a notebook from his pocket.


It was a counseling journal recording Jaehwan’s story. The pages had darkened so badly that it was impossible to know how many times they had been read.


Suddenly, Jaehwan understood how the Teacher had reached his Unique World.


“Jaehwan-gun, there is only one way to defeat ‘reality.’ This is different from 《Chaos》 and 《Abyss》. You must not fight the world alone anymore.”


The people here, too, could share someone’s Unique World and live believing in the same thing. Free from the oppression of classical mechanics and countless ideologies, they could enjoy a free world.


But.


“I am only the first. You have to tell people about your world.”


It was only possible when “many people” believed in that world.


On the final page of the notebook was the Teacher’s short story, the one Jaehwan had torn apart before.


A story clumsily pieced back together with tape.


‘He still had it.’


Jaehwan read it once more.


It was still a boring, uninteresting story.


Perhaps the Teacher had wanted to change the world with something like this. Perhaps he had wanted to sketch the world he had lived in after the fall and invite people into it.


Jaehwan ran his fingers over the crumpled sentences of the story for a long time and muttered, “But Teacher, my world was never popular to begin with.”


He turned on his laptop.


On the desktop was an edited manuscript for a genre novel he had been working on before leaving his job.


Jaehwan opened it.


After thinking for a moment, he deleted every sentence in the manuscript and began typing different words.


One, then two.


Details began to blossom across the white page, which had been stained a pale gray. Memories awakened again from oblivion.


Jaehwan kept typing, as if performing Stabs or slashing with a blade.


Countless stories took shape in his mind.


It was like when he first succeeded at World Stab. Or when he first obtained 「Fall」. Countless realizations burst forth in his mind.


The sentences were rough, and his writing was poor.


The metaphors were trite, and typos appeared everywhere.


Still, Jaehwan kept writing.


Just as he had never given up on Stab, he kept writing. He clutched his head over his terrible prose, but he did not give up and kept typing.


As if this alone were why he had lived in this world. As if it were the meaning of the life he had lived.


Doubting, Understanding, forgetting what he had understood, forming another Hypothesis, proving it, and finally Editing it.


Writing, writing, and writing again.


How much time passed?


Jaehwan completed the novel’s prologue.


He did not know whether this could change the world.


He had no idea how many people would read it and believe in it, or how many would laugh at this story.


Even so, he believed in his memories. He believed in existence.


Just as the people of 《Chaos》 and 《Abyss》 had willingly done, and just as the Teacher had done, Jaehwan still believed in hope.


That was why he could write this.


As he read and polished the completed prologue, a question suddenly came to him.


‘Come to think of it, what was Teacher’s name?’


It was strange.


He could not remember the name that had been so clear only moments ago, the name that had appeared in countless news reports.


Instead, Jaehwan found a pen name beneath the title of the Teacher’s short story.


Was this a joke?


Jaehwan stared at the pen name for a long time, then snickered.


What a ridiculous pen name.


When he opened the web novel platform, countless novels with all kinds of titles poured onto the screen as if they had been waiting for him.


Jaehwan thought.


Perhaps every one of those novels possessed an Unique World. Some were crude and some were polished, but perhaps all those novels were really countless branches of Unique Worlds that together formed the entirety of this universe.


Jaehwan entered the Teacher’s pen name into the platform, then created a page with the same title as the Teacher’s short story.


A message appeared, asking him to enter a work description.


A work description.


Like a god revealing his Unique World for the first time, Jaehwan agonized over it.


It could not be too grand. People would run away.


But it could not be too weak, either. Then no one would expect anything from it.


Jaehwan opened the notebook left behind by the Teacher.


He carefully read the sentences the Teacher had written in it, one by one.


Then, at some point, one sentence caught his eye.


A bitter smile formed on his lips.


Perhaps this was the only sentence fitting for the beginning of this story.


With an easy heart, Jaehwan placed his hands on the keyboard.


Then, slowly and carefully, he typed a single sentence.


This is the story of a man who did not regress until the very end, when everyone else returned to the past.


Footnotes:





Chapter 262 - Epilogue. Ouroboros

Chapter 262: Epilogue. Ouroboros

──────


「Remember. Then it won't disappear.」

―Sirwen Armelt.


“Tell me, do you really think this should be considered a work of art?”


In the noisy banquet hall, Dream Demons gathered beneath the gloomy theme music, resting their chins in their hands as they frowned.


“Hmph.”


Before them stood a small ‘Tower,’ no larger than an ornament fit for a side table.


Once called the 《Tower of Nightmares》, it was now simply known as the Tower.


It had once been the greatest artwork to elevate the status of Dream Demons. Now, it was an outdated construct that served as a final comfort for elderly Dream Demons.


The Association Chairman, seated at the head of the table, studied the scene within the Tower and frowned.


“What is this supposed to mean? It has only copied the world we live in.”


“Isn't that the Tree of Illusion? It looks like it recreated the Tree of Illusion.”


“The Tree of Illusion? What do you know about the Tree of Illusion? It may look like a tree on the surface, but...”


“Forget that. Look at the Tower's final floor. This isn't a joke, it's an insult. An insult.”


They stared at the Tower's gaunt form and talked as they pleased.


It was a new work by Sirwen Armelt, the world's last remaining 「Master」.


This banquet had also been arranged as an exhibition of her work.


“So that girl became a Master and got too full of herself. She keeps building these strange Towers.”


“What is so impressive about a Tower like this...?”


“She's pretty, so the young ones are devoted to her because of that. There isn't even a speck of artistic value in her work...”


“Shh. Stop talking.”


The moment one of the elderly Dream Demons raised a finger to their lips, a beautiful young woman in a flowing dress appeared behind them.


The chill rolling off her made every one of them fall silent.


Her footsteps echoed for a while. Then the host's voice rang out from the stage.


“Please welcome the star of today's banquet, Sirwen Armelt!”


Cheers erupted from the young Dream Demons.


After accepting the microphone from the host, Sirwen quietly looked around the hall. There were faces she had never seen before, familiar faces too.


And there were faces she was sick of seeing.


‘Those old fools came again.’


Sirwen's expression darkened when she saw the elderly Dream Demons. They were nasty old beings who always attended other people's banquets just to spoil them. They had grown old without ever becoming Masters, and now death stood before them.


At the thought of death, brief memories flashed through Sirwen's mind.


No. Don't think about it.


She took a deep breath and calmed herself.


“Eat, drink, and enjoy yourselves. That's all I have to say.”


The young Dream Demons cheered once more.


Sirwen's banquets had always been like this. She showed her work, then everyone ate and drank. There was no tedious explanation of the artwork. The guests enjoyed the banquet and went home.


That was all.


Still, the Dream Demon hosting this banquet seemed unfamiliar with Sirwen's style.


“Ah? You don't have any further comments? Perhaps an explanation of this work...?”


Sirwen looked toward the host.


The host continued.


“This work is notable for the contrast between the old world, the 《Tree of Illusion》, and the New World. Since its composition is difficult to understand, perhaps you could provide an explanation to help the audience...”


“I won't.”


The host's mouth fell open at the cold declaration.


“Pardon?”


“I said I won't.”


Sweat gathered on the host's forehead.


“Even a brief explanation would help... Everyone is especially curious about 「First Nightmare」, the Tower's final floor. If you could at least say something about the work's theme...”


“The theme?”


Sirwen curled her lip.


“If I were going to explain it, why would I make a Tower? I could just talk about it instead.”


“Ah, well, that's true, but...”


Faced with her stubbornness, the host forgot the program order and hurriedly flipped through the cue cards.


Watching the host wipe away sweat in a panic, Sirwen curled her lip again before speaking.


“But if I absolutely had to say one thing...”


“Ah, you will?”


The delighted host looked at Sirwen.


Yet Sirwen was no longer there.


Not literally. Her eyes had simply wandered through the distant past.


An era most had now forgotten.


The difficult days when they had fought to become ‘existence.’


Countless scenes flickered and vanished before her eyes like flames.


“This is a Tower I made for one person.”


* * *


Immediately after 「Fall」 struck, the 《Tree of Illusion》 collapsed.


Its Branches and Trunk shattered.


The entire 《Tree of Illusion》 scattered in silver.


Gods and Lords. Adapters and Awakened Ones. Everyone looked up at that sight. They understood that this was the greatest calamity of the dimensional realms, one they could not stop.


And everyone accepted it.


This is the end.


With a thunderous roar, the world overturned. Everything was swallowed by dense silver dust.


It took about one week for the silver dust to settle.


Silver Week.


When that week had passed, everyone was still alive. They realized they would live on in the New World.


A single world formed as the 《Abyss》 that had made up the Branches, the 《Chaos》 that had made up the Trunk, and the 《Great Realm》 that had made up the ground mixed together.


It was a world where gods, Lords, Adapters, and Awakened Ones lived together.


The 《Tree of Illusion》 was gone, and a new world free from the System's restraints had arrived before them.


The New World.


That was what people called the world now.


* * *


“You're back?”


“Yeah.”


“How was the banquet?”


“The same as always.”


“The old people from the Association were being difficult again, weren't they?”


“...”


“Don't let it bother you. It's always like that.”


“Just because it's always like that doesn't mean it doesn't bother me.”


Sirwen smiled and hung her coat over the back of a hospital chair.


“How are you feeling?”


“Full of energy.”


“You certainly don't look it.”


Sirwen looked at the old man lying in the hospital bed. His hair had turned white, and deep wrinkles covered his face. The weight of time had warped his body.


Sirwen remembered him as a boy. A rude little brat from the Abyss who always talked back. He had been so proud and stubborn that anyone could tell which god's Follower he was without being told.


He had been through so much since childhood that he always acted like an old man.


Now, he had truly become one.


Sirwen stroked the old man's forehead and silently recalled his name. As if she were determined not to forget it even after all these stories ended, she carefully repeated it.


“Runald.”


“What is it?”


“Don't die.”


Runald coughed at her words.


“But I'm going to die.”


“That's right. Probably soon.”


“Ah, don't say it like that, big sis. Every time you do, I feel inferior because of my race.”


“Hehe.”


“Did old man Cheongheo feel this way too? And Big Bro Karlton?”


“Runald.”


“I'm joking. I'm joking.”


Runald's lips trembled slightly as he smiled.


“I'm just a little scared. Unlike the old man, this is my first time. Going through death... This is my first and last time.”


“You idiot. It's everyone's first time.”


“Big Sis. What is death? Do we really return completely to nothing? Is there really nothing after this world? No memories, no soul, no body...”


Runald's trembling lips kept chattering for a few more words before falling silent. His strength had run out.


His steady sleeping breaths could be heard.


Sirwen stroked his exposed forehead again and again.


“That's what it means to be human.”


* * *


When the New World first appeared, the name that swept through it was, unsurprisingly, Jaehwan.


The one who had brought down the Tree of Illusion and destroyed the System.


People wondered who he was.


Why had he brought Destruction to the old world and opened a new one?


Many searched for him. Of course, no one could be found who claimed to have met Jaehwan.


Still, people occasionally appeared claiming to be ‘Jaehwan.’


“I am Jaehwan, the god of the New World.”


Usually, they were cult leaders spouting tired lines like that. Most were found dead before a month had passed.


The causes of death varied.


Some had been turned into beehives by Stabs and slashes. Others had been hit by fireballs and reduced to charcoal.


The worst cases had been beaten to death with a golden club.


“Anyone impersonating Jaehwan dies.”


As impersonators began dying one after another, Jaehwan became even more shrouded in mystery. Some people revered him as the god of the New World.


More people resented him.


“How are we supposed to live in a world without Skills or stats?”


“Give us back the old world! Give it back!”


People were confused. Thrown into a world without interface windows, guides, or visible numbers, they now had to endure the world's consequences with their own bodies.


That was not all.


“I don't... I don't want to die...!”


When the System collapsed, the concept of ‘immortality’ vanished. Every being in the world now came face to face with ‘death.’


‘Aging,’ which had been removed, returned. Nothing that existed could escape time's influence.


Only then did people become ‘existence.’


Death came even when one did nothing.


Some feared that truth and suffered because of it, but not everyone did. There were certainly those who willingly accepted that ‘death.’


“Brats, stop making those faces. And you, girl. Stop crying.”


“Who said I was crying?”


At Cheongheo's aged voice, several Companions wiped away tears and sniffled. Sirwen was one of them.


Tears. Was such a luxurious emotion still left in her?


Sirwen smiled bitterly, though her eyes had reddened.


“I've lived far too long. It isn't my first time, but I'm still nervous.”


A few people smiled at Cheongheo, who had not lost his sense of humor until the end.


One by one, they held his hand.


It was the hand of an old Martial God, a hand belonging to someone who had fought his entire life for freedom.


Sirwen was the last person to hold it.


“There is only one regret. I hate that I'll die without seeing that brat again. He's doing well, right? Jaehwan...”


The old man who had spent his life looking up at the sky closed his eyes while gazing upward until the final moment.


After him, people began to die one by one.


Cayman and Yulhen, then the Hall Masters of Chaos...


Those who had already lived far beyond a human lifespan were the first to reach the end of their lives.


When Yu Seolha's turn came, Yu Seolha said this.


“For the first time, I envy you. I've become like this, but you still look exactly as you did when I first met you.”


“Dream Demons live a long time.”


“Yeah...”


Yu Seolha smiled bitterly.


“You'll keep waiting, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Please. When he comes back, make sure you tell him. Tell him he wasn't wrong. Even if all of this was meaningless, he was never wrong...”


Perhaps that was what a face looked like when age could not take away its dignity. Yu Seolha's gaze remained strong until the end.


The people who remembered the 《Tree of Illusion》, the people who remembered Jaehwan, vanished like that.


And people born after Jaehwan began to appear.


Forty years. Fifty years...


Time passed quickly.


Few people still remembered the 《Tree of Illusion》 or the 《System》. People had forgotten the era when anyone could use a status window and an inventory while competing in strength through levels and Adaptation Stages. They had also forgotten the man who had fought against the world in that era.


Once, Karlton had said this.


“It's strange. Those born recently do not know the Fortress Lord.”


“We know him.”


“Yes. For now.”


“You look like you've lost a lot of strength in your wings.”


“...”


Sirwen's eyebrow twitched.


“Aren't you a Celestial? How can you already be so frail?”


“Perhaps it is because I am a hybrid. I am old even by human standards.”


They were silent for a while.


“Are you not lonely?”


“Shut up. I'm a Dream Demon, not a human.”


“You will become lonely.”


“...”


“I hope you will not be too lonely.”


Karlton folded his weakened silver wings and looked up at the sky.


“I'm afraid this may not be the end.”


Sirwen received the news of Karlton's death one month later.


* * *


Seventy years passed.


She searched every corner of the New World for traces of Jaehwan. When she first began looking for him, many people had joined her.


The souls of 《Chaos》 were especially eager.


“When I meet him, there is something I really want to tell him.”


An Awakened One who introduced herself as Mino.


“I have to show the Fortress Lord how much I have grown.”


Awakened One Cayman, along with the Hall Masters of the Ten Halls of Chaos and the residents of 《Chaos》.


“I need to repay the debt I owe that man.”


Jin Eunsae, an Awakened One Jaehwan had saved in 〈Metaverse〉.


“I only want him to admit that my dumplings are better than Master's.”


Baeko, who had begun learning how to make dumplings from Manri Shintong at the Black Shop.


“Because I want to settle things with him one more time.”


The Leader of 〈Metaverse〉.


“Because he is the person who let me dream of ‘tomorrow.’”


Even Martis, God of Tomorrow, and the Companions of 〈Metaverse〉.


With so many people searching for Jaehwan together, Sirwen thought that even if they searched the entire New World, they would find him quickly.


But ten years passed, then twenty, and there was still no sign of Jaehwan.


The number of people in Sirwen's search party naturally dwindled.


Mino. Claire...


The names of those who had willingly offered to search for Jaehwan disappeared from the list one after another.


Some died in accidents. Others reached the end of their lives.


‘It would have been nice if those two had been here.’


Sirwen remembered those who had vanished during Silver Week, when the 《Tree of Illusion》 collapsed.


Yoonhwan and Seoyul.


They were the only Companions who had vanished with the old world's collapse. It was too strange to be a coincidence, and Sirwen had once wondered whether their disappearance might be connected to Jaehwan.


“Captain, there's something here!”


The search team made a discovery while searching the northern land, where the Trunk of the 《Tree of Illusion》 was believed to have once risen.


There, they found long black fragments that resembled an archetype of darkness.


“This is...”


The moment Dream Demon Sirwen saw the substance, she knew what it was.


“It's a Root.”


“A Root? Do you mean a Root of the Tree of Illusion?”


“Yes.”


“Why would a Root be here? Wasn't the Root originally supposed to grow toward the 「Peripheral Worlds」?”


At the innocent question from a team member, Sirwen narrowed her eyes.


“Where do you think the 「Peripheral Worlds」 are?”


“Under our feet, aren't they? Roots naturally grow downward...”


“Under our feet? What nonsense are you talking about? The universe isn't built that simply.”


“What? Then where are they?”


The team member did not hear Sirwen's answer.


When they turned around, Sirwen had gone still as a statue.


“Captain?”


Sirwen's eyes were wide. Her hand trembled.


One step. Then another.


She walked toward the edge of the enormous Root and grasped something embedded there.


“In a place like this.”


Holding back tears that threatened to burst forth, Sirwen stroked the object lodged in the Root.


It was a broken sword.


The sword wielded by the loneliest and most stubborn person in this world.


Jaehwan's broken Dokbul was there.


* * *


That year, Sirwen presented a new hypothesis on the 《Tree of Illusion》 at an academic conference.


“So you are saying that 「First Nightmare」 may be in the 《Root》, is that it?”


“Put simply, yes.”


“Hmph. You should say something that makes sense...”


Even after the 《Tree of Illusion》 vanished, Dream Demons continued researching it.


The 《Tree of Illusion》 held the secret of their birth.


It was the archetype of every Tower, the tree that had given Dream Demons their reason for being by making cultivation possible. Dream Demons still could not forget it.


“That cannot be true. If 「First Nightmare」 had been near the Root, there is no way we would have failed to find it until now. It is certainly beyond the Branches.”


“You don't know that. We do not know what form the 《Tree of Illusion》 had to begin with. We may have even visited that place without realizing it.”


Sirwen's new Tree of Illusion hypothesis was not accepted.


It was not because her argument was difficult.


The hypothesis itself was simple. It claimed that the tree called the 《Tree of Illusion》 did not grow in a straight line.


“It is already well known that the Tree of Illusion's Branch and Root do not grow in straight lines.”


“I know that, but...”


“What if the Root and Branch of the Tree of Illusion circled through distant space and met each other? What if the 《Tree of Illusion》 had been growing in a circular form from the beginning? That would explain why 「First Nightmare」 was not found when the Tree of Illusion collapsed. There is no ‘top floor’ of the Tree of Illusion. From the start, the Tree of Illusion had a circular body...”


“That cannot be true!”


“The fact that a fragment of Root was found on this land is proof. The 《Tree of Illusion》 may have looked completely different from anything we imagined.”


Sirwen's voice was desperate.


There was a reason for that desperation. She desperately needed the help of these damned old fools.


“You cannot prove your claim. In any case, we can no longer reach the 「Peripheral Worlds」. Even if the 「First Nightmare」 is there, the 《Tree of Illusion》 is gone now...”


“That is what I am saying! If we revise the hypothesis, we may be able to rebuild the passage. We might even be able to travel freely between dimensions again!”


“Impossible. At least say something that makes sense...”


She had thought that, if nothing else, these elderly Dream Demons who still clung to the 《Tower of Nightmares》 would understand.


But it was impossible, as expected.


Then again, they were old fools who still insisted on cultivation Towers even though cultivation and Products had disappeared with the collapse of the 《Tree of Illusion》.


Sirwen knew.


The age of Dream Demons was over.


No Dream Demons had been born since the 《Tree of Illusion》 vanished.


With cultivation gone, Towers had become empty art. As if that horrible cultivation had been the entirety of art.


Holding back her anger, Sirwen said, “Fine. Spend the rest of your lives dreaming about past glories and die.”


The downfall of her species?


She did not care anymore.


* * *


Sirwen returned to the one place where someone understood her.


“Did it not go well?”


“No.”


At Runald's worried expression, Sirwen smiled.


“It's fine. I can study it alone. It will take longer, but someday I will succeed. I will see him again. You just need to stay alive until then.”


Runald smiled weakly.


“Jaehwan is definitely alive, right?”


“Yes. Definitely.”


Runald blinked slowly.


“Lately, I have strange dreams. I hear a voice calling me from somewhere. It feels similar to when I was still in that person's Unique World...”


“Stop talking like you're about to die, brat.”


“How long are you going to call me a brat? You're being rude to an old man.”


Sirwen quietly flicked Runald's forehead.


The two laughed and joked.


As always, they began telling old stories.


They spoke of the days when Jaehwan first appeared in the 《Abyss》. They spoke of their journey with him. They cursed Jaehwan for his stubborn nature and remembered the days when he planned impossible things.


And then, and then...


“When are you going to die, big sis?”


“Who knows? Maybe I have another thousand years left.”


“A thousand years... I didn't know it could feel like such a long time.”


Runald looked up at Sirwen with lonely eyes.


“Big Sis.”


“What?”


“Even if I am gone, you have to keep telling someone the story.”


“...”


“You have to keep talking, even if it is only to yourself. You must not fall apart. Even if everyone except you forget that time, forget those memories, forget Jaehwan... You must never think it was an illusion or a dream. Understand?”


“As if I would.”


“Right? You're a Dream Demon, so you must have a better memory than I do.”


“Of course.”


“That's a relief, big sis.”


Runald smiled.


“Lately, those memories keep becoming blurry. Sometimes they feel like things that never happened. Like I had a long dream. Like those things never existed. Like there was never a person named Jaehwan, and everything might have been a lie created by a brief nightmare...”


Then Runald fell asleep.


His breathing gradually slowed. The intervals between his heartbeats grew farther apart.


How fragile the human body was. How futile and delicate life was.


Even knowing this was the end, Sirwen could not bring herself to wake him.


Unable to close her eyes for fear that tears would spill out, she quietly laid her hand on Runald's forehead.


* * *


The people who had dreamed together disappeared. The old Dream Demons died one after another.


Sirwen was left alone.


Alone, she remembered everything.


No more of the 《Tree of Illusion》's Root was found.


Sometimes she thought the Root she possessed might be the last one left by the 《Tree of Illusion》.


She treasured it and studied it whenever she had time.


That Root was the only exit that could resolve all her questions. It was the only clue that could tell her why she had been born into this world, why she had met Jaehwan, and what 「First Nightmare」 was.


It alone could become the passage connecting her and Jaehwan.


She studied and studied again. She collected the materials left by dead Dream Demons and borrowed the power of other races.


But the research did not go smoothly.


Ten years passed.


Then twenty.


One hundred years passed.


Then two hundred.


One day, Sirwen realized that everyone except her had forgotten Jaehwan.


History no longer recorded Jaehwan, and people no longer performed Stabs.


The System showed signs of returning.


Its signs were not as obvious as before.


There were no levels or stats, but Sirwen could still feel it.


The System would appear again.


And Sirwen still knew nothing.


What 「First Nightmare」 was.


Why the 《Tree of Illusion》 had given birth to her.


Sirwen had learned nothing.


One day, Sirwen put down the Root she had been researching.


Whether it was surrender or the beginning of a new challenge, even Sirwen did not know.


She remembered the last Tower she had made.


The final Tower she had made while remembering him.


Perhaps it had been a momentary impulse.


Still, she decided to entrust herself to that impulse. She peeled away the bark of the Root she had treasured and began carving it with her tools.


She began making her final Tower.


Filled with deep longing and unbearable loneliness, she began making the Tower.


It was not a Tower for cultivation.


It was a barren Tower that could cultivate no Product.


A single Tower so useless that it could not be exchanged for anything of value in the world.


As she made it, Sirwen often dreamed.


This is not a dream.


These memories must not be treated as a dream that has passed.


Even as she thought that, she dreamed.


She dreamed of arguing with Cheongheo.


She dreamed of Karlton and Runald.


She dreamed of fighting with Yu Seolha.


She dreamed of him returning.


At the end of the long nightmare, she adjusted the Tower's shape with a weary face. A lonely, solitary tree rested at her fingertips.


Just a little more. Just a little more...


Before she could finish her work, she fell asleep again.


This time, it was a deep sleep.


I may not wake up in time, she thought, before falling completely asleep.


Quiet breathing echoed steadily through the small workshop.


It was a silence as warm as down.


As though it were saying that she had done enough. That she had worked hard enough.


It felt as though that silence would continue forever.


Crack.


That was when a small sound came.


But it was so faint that Sirwen did not hear it.


Crack. Crackle.


The sound came from the Tower she had made.


A small fissure appeared inside it, and a faint light spread through the dark workshop.


It was a fissure she seemed to have seen before.


Like the day the sky had been torn apart by a Stab, cracks spread through her Tower.


As one world called to another.


As one world overlapped another.


Even in her dream, Sirwen could see the fissure.


Because she knew what it was, she smiled.


Through her hazy vision, her lips moved.


She wanted to say that she had waited far too long.


But the sleepiness was too overwhelming, and she could not bring herself to rise.


The Tower gave off a warm light and embraced her. It held her as if telling her it was all right, as if telling her she could sleep a little longer.


Reassured, she closed her eyes.


It was a sleep she could ask for because she knew this was not the end.


Submerged in bright light, she dreamed for a long time.


As she dreamed, she thought that she should rest well and save up her stamina in advance.


Because when she woke, a new world would begin.


Footnotes:





Chapter 263 - Side Story. “Revision” (1)

Chapter 263: Side Story. “Revision” (1)

──────


“Destruction does not exist. It has never happened, not even once.”

- God Slayer, Jaehwan.


* * *


That day, Jaehwan received an email.


- Proposal for a revised edition serialization of ‘The World After the Fall.’


That was the subject line.


At first, he thought it had been sent by mistake. Then he wondered whether a new management company was recruiting unpopular works that had already finished serialization. Otherwise, there was no reason he would receive an offer like this.


Or maybe it was a scammer.


That was entirely possible too. Management companies usually put their names forward in cases like this, but the email contained nothing of the sort. It was simply a one-sided notice saying that detailed contact would follow soon.


Maybe it was not so strange. The industry was full of people who scammed new writers, not to mention unfair contracts. When he published his first novel, he had received countless notes containing bizarre contract terms.


Still, that had been a long time ago.


Jaehwan checked the date on his smartphone clock and gave a bitter smile.


It really was a scammer.


No matter how he thought about it, that was the only conclusion.


His story had already been completed six years ago.


* * *


It had been six years since Jaehwan finished his serialization.


Perhaps because of the combination of its rough prose and bizarre worldview, Jaehwan’s novel had drawn a little attention from a niche group of readers during its run. Naturally, it had not been positive attention.


Most people called it a strange novel pretending to be genre fiction, clumsily coated in philosophy.


Jaehwan was not especially knowledgeable about philosophy, but he had not felt too bad about it. Thanks to that unusual reception, he had paid off his overdue student loans and earned just enough to get by.


That was all.


Jaehwan’s novel never gained any more popularity. It was buried beneath the countless streams of content pouring out like a waterfall, then forgotten.


Maybe that was only natural. This 「First Nightmare」 contained more Unique Worlds than even the 《Abyss》, and the crude world he had shown was only one of those common worlds.


Maybe Andersen had been right.


Just because he disliked that fact did not mean he could go around destroying every other Unique World, as he had in the 《Abyss》.


“I really enjoyed your story, Jaehwan.”


Teacher, whom he had not seen in a long time, looked healthier than before. After quitting the counseling center and buying a hanok in the countryside on the outskirts of Gyeonggi Province, Teacher had recently been absorbed in dantian breathing exercises, claiming to study harmony with parallel universes.


Jaehwan asked Teacher, who was sitting with his eyes closed and steadying his breath.


“Have you stopped counseling altogether now?”


“You are probably the only person who still wants counseling from me, Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan looked at the books on Teacher’s low table. Among them was Professor Sakamoto’s 『Parallel Universes Beside Us』.


“There must be a reason you came all this way. What is troubling you today?”


“I did not come because anything is troubling me...”


Teacher slowly opened his eyes and studied Jaehwan.


“Are those Jaehwan’s words, or are they the words of the System making Jaehwan say that?”


Jaehwan snickered.


Even after everything that had happened, Teacher still had not changed in certain ways.


After taking a slow, deep breath, Jaehwan began to speak.


He told Teacher about the mysterious email that had arrived a few days earlier. About someone wanting to release a revised edition of his novel.


Teacher listened calmly, then lifted the teacup on the table and took a sip of green tea.


“It seems someone has finally recognized that world. I am glad.”


Jaehwan almost asked if Teacher was teasing him again, but he stopped himself.


He knew now. Teacher, sitting before him, was someone who had truly believed in the world Jaehwan had lived in. Someone who had proven its existence through belief.


For that alone, Jaehwan owed Teacher for his faith. If Teacher had not believed in him, Jaehwan could not have challenged that long journey once more.


“What would you like to do, Jaehwan?”


“I do not particularly want to do anything.”


What would change if a revised edition of that book came out now? It had already been six years.


“It seems you have lost a great deal of confidence.”


“I have learned a little about reality.”


Jaehwan could not have been the only person who had tried to change the world. Human history, though short, had seen many revolutionaries. They must have each possessed an Unique World of their own. They would not have called it an Unique World, but they must have gathered people’s belief to bring that world into being. They must have created their own Settings and Parts to entice people.


Yet none of them had ultimately brought about the world they wanted.


“You once told me that my story would make money, Teacher.”


Jaehwan began speaking as though searching through a distant memory.


“You were right. It was not as much as you said, but people really did pay money to read my story. Yet that was exactly as far as it went. No matter what story I wrote, the System only converted its value into money.”


Within the 「First Nightmare」, every revolution became nothing more than a dream.


Just as dreams could not change anything, his story had changed nothing in this world.


No, perhaps it had changed something, if only a little.


Paying off his remaining student loans and earning a few months’ living expenses. Receiving reviews that called it an odd novel.


That was the value of the ten billion years Jaehwan had sold.


That value was far from insignificant. After all, the money his story earned had allowed him to survive in this nightmare.


But whenever he asked himself whether that was truly what he wanted, Jaehwan found himself sinking into a feeling where he no longer knew what to say.


Teacher looked at Jaehwan with sad eyes before speaking.


“Even so, if dreaming is the only thing we can do, should we not at least dream a wonderful dream together?”


Jaehwan looked at Teacher.


He knew what Teacher wanted to say.


Teacher wanted to say that this was the First Nightmare, a world where dreams became reality. Just as those who believed in money gave value to numbers and lived in a world of capital, an illusion believed in by many could gain power.


But Jaehwan shook his head.


“I do not think my dream is that appealing.”


Teacher watched Jaehwan for a moment, then slowly rose and walked to the window. When he pulled aside the heavy curtains and opened it, the scent unique to country roads entered the room with the fading sunset.


Looking at that sunset, Teacher said, “Even if everyone does not believe in that world, I still think your story has value, Jaehwan.”


The view beyond the window spread out like a Monet painting. Teacher’s village could be seen through the gathering dusk.


It was the Commune Teacher had created.


People cultivated crops in fields scattered between rice paddies. There was no internet connection and no smartphones. In a place where no one watched them, people lived together, forming a small world.


Beyond the fields stood small shops and houses here and there.


Not only Koreans lived here. People of many nationalities, with different hair colors and eyes, plowed fields together or prepared the fruit they had picked.


Without realizing it, Jaehwan stood and approached the window.


A rhythmic hammering sound came from somewhere. It was coming from a blacksmith’s shop repairing farming tools.


When he slowly closed his eyes, a scene flickered through Jaehwan’s mind.


Perhaps he knew a scene very much like this one.


“Atopos. That is the name of this village.”


Jaehwan still remembered the village’s name.


The fiftieth floor of the 《Tower of Nightmares》. A village built by the advance force climbing the Tower.


It had been Yoonhwan and Seoyul’s home. He remembered repairing equipment at Jay’s workshop and buying the potions Hiren made. He remembered singing and dancing with the villagers during the festival at the end of every month.


A place that no longer existed anywhere in the world.


When he opened his eyes again, an old man who resembled Jay was waving from beyond the window. Maybe he was not waving at all. Perhaps the old man was simply holding a hammer and repairing farming tools.


Even so, Jaehwan waved back.


That alone made it feel as though something had connected.


Teacher said, “At the very least, Jaehwan has changed this much of the world.”


“It is a village you created, not me.”


“It only became possible after I read Jaehwan’s novel.”


This village was a small pocket of ruin Teacher had created, and a small act of resistance against the System that bound them.


“Teacher.”


“Yes.”


“You know what happened to Atopos, do you not?”


Teacher must have known as well.


This kind of place could not last forever.


Just as the Tower Walkers who betrayed the present had done, someone would leak information about this village. The eyes watching the 「First Nightmare」 would discover it, and the village would become a news story. Capital would flow in. Franchises would arrive, and it would become a tourist attraction. People exhausted by nightmares would come here to rest, feeling a nostalgia as though they had returned to the past.


Eventually, the village would become part of the System.


“Perhaps. But that does not mean the dream you and I had will disappear, Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan and Teacher silently watched the view outside. Before they knew it, the sunset had faded and night was rolling in. Looking up at that night, Teacher murmured, “Come to think of it, there is a dream I have been having often lately.”


It was such an abrupt change of subject that Jaehwan turned to look at Teacher.


Dreams. Sakamoto had said he still dreamed as well.


“It is not a dream of the world Jaehwan told me about.”


“Then...”


“It is a dream of a place I have never seen. In some ways, it resembles your world, Jaehwan. In other ways, it is completely different. For example, there are...”


Teacher paused, choosing his words before speaking again.


“There are a great many stars.”


“There are many stars here too.”


“That is true, but... the stars there are, how should I put it? A little frightening.”


When they looked up at the sky together, a galaxy of countless stars stretched across the country night. Jaehwan imagined the innumerable parallel universes beyond it.


Universes with frightening stars.


“Do you think there is someone in that universe who read my novel?”


Teacher’s eyes widened for a moment, then he smiled.


“There must be a universe where Jaehwan’s novel was widely read.”


He did not know whether that universe was better than this one.


Still, Jaehwan hoped that the unknown reader living in that universe was happy. At least thanks to that reader, the Jaehwan living in that universe would not have to worry about dinner tonight.


Far beyond the night sky, a distant shooting star fell, its tail swaying behind it.


It looked like a shooting star striking through a sentence Jaehwan wanted to revise.


* * *


- As always, go where your heart leads you, Jaehwan.


Teacher’s advice was correct, but sadly, Jaehwan had become someone too exhausted to follow it.


He no longer even knew what his heart wanted.


When he first wrote his novel, Jaehwan had not been like this. His heart had been full of unknowable anger and impulses. There had been things he wanted to change, things he wanted to prove.


The 《Tree of Illusion》 truly existed.


On the day he finished his novel, Jaehwan dreamed of the sky collapsing.


Beyond the cracks in the sky was a world waiting for him. A world with Sirwen, Runald, Cheongheo, and Karlton. A world where he could repeat Stabs, shatter the sky, and challenge the System. The one story he had missed so dearly.


An email woke him from that sweet dream.


- The World After the Fall_January Settlement Statement


Jaehwan read the settlement details attached to the email and watched every word he had written be converted into a fixed amount of money.


He lived on that money and treated Yoonhwan and Seoyul to drinks.


Jaehwan spent his time reading comments from readers who had believed in his world with him. A day passed, then a month, then a year.


Sometimes, he read Professor Sakamoto’s books or attended his lectures.


- Every somatic cell in the human body only lives for about a month. In about a year, every cell in our bodies dies and is replaced. In that sense, who we were a year ago is different from who we are now.


The number of comments from readers gradually dwindled. At some point, there were no comments at all. His life had lasted ten billion years, yet it took less than six years for his life within the 「First Nightmare」 to be forgotten.


Only when everyone had forgotten it was his world finally complete.


Jaehwan accepted that fact.


He thought he had accepted it.


“Jaehwan.”


But if he had accepted it, why had he come here?


“Listen to me carefully.”


Yoonhwan’s eyes shone as he lightly pushed up his glasses and made his declaration.


Feeling as though things had somehow become complicated, Jaehwan looked around. Seoyul was smiling faintly beyond a partition a few steps away.


Several years ago, the two had opened a small web novel management company.


In other words, this was Yoonhwan and Seoyul’s office.


“You are listening, right?”


“Yeah.”


Yoonhwan had been passionately talking ever since he read the email Jaehwan received. He said it was an opportunity. He said revised editions were incredibly rare.


Jaehwan spoke as though trying to calm him down.


“There’s no guarantee the email is real. I don’t even understand why anyone would want to release a revised edition of such an old work. There’s no management company name, either. It’s probably a company that just started and doesn’t know what it’s doing, or a scammer.”


“That’s what you think. The person who wrote this email is famous in this industry.”


“Who’s this person?”


Without a word, Yoonhwan pointed to the nickname in the email address.


Jaehwan studied the nickname closely.


It read:


tls123.
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tls123?


Jaehwan stared at the ID in the email address for a long while before asking again.


“Who is this?”

“I don’t know.”

“What?”

“They just appeared in the industry like a comet about a year ago.”


Jaehwan frowned at Yoonhwan, who scratched his chin awkwardly.


Nobody knew who the person really was. How was he supposed to trust someone like that with his work?


“So, to put it simply...”


According to Yoonhwan, tls123 had become a kind of “lottery ticket” among writers over the past year.


They had a reputation for dropping enormous donations onto novels that had been completed long ago, or works with low view counts but a reputation for strong prose. Yoonhwan said there were even plenty of writers who kept serializing despite poor numbers in hopes of being chosen by tls123.


“At first, people talked a lot about who they were. Some rumors said they were some newly rich person who hit it big with stocks or crypto, and others said they were a third-generation chaebol heir. This is the first time I’ve heard they make revised-edition offers, though... Still, the terms might not be bad. They don’t seem like someone fixated on money.”


That much was true. If someone was freely tossing around huge sponsorships, they would not be contacting works based on profitability alone. If the goal had been to make money, this was the kind of novel they should never have contacted in the first place.


That only made it harder to understand.


Why his novel, of all things?


“Maybe your story moved them in some special way. The view count dropped off a lot later, but it got attention in the beginning.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Why? Back when I met rookie writers, some of them used to ask if I knew you.”

“They asked you? Why?”

“Our names are in your novel.”


Come to think of it, that was true.


All at once, Jaehwan felt again just how far the story he had written had drifted away from him. A prickling sensation ran through his fingertips. Old emotions welled up, and one corner of his chest ached.


At one time, that story had been everything to him.


What was it now?


“Your contract period with your company is over anyway.”

“That’s true.”

“That’s why I’m saying this. I don’t know what tls123 is thinking, but if they’re trying to recruit your work because they want to start some kind of management company, this could be an opportunity.”

“You said I was supposed to move to your company once my contract ended.”

“Hey, hey, that was just something I said. Honestly, our company’s sales capacity is a mess, so how could I ask you to join us...”

“Kim Yoonhwan.”


It was Seoyul who cut him off. Startled, Yoonhwan stopped talking and turned toward her. He wondered if Seoyul was angry because he had gone off on some pointless tangent, but the expression visible beyond the partition was odd.


“Come here for a second. You too, Jaehwan.”


Jaehwan and Yoonhwan obediently got up and went over to Seoyul.


The last time Seoyul had made a declaration with such a grave face was after facing the Death Knight on the seventy-sixth floor of 《Tower of Nightmares》.


As if aiming a sword at the Death Knight, Seoyul pointed at the monitor with a finger.


“Look at this.”


There was no Death Knight there. But there was a sentence just as shocking.


―There is a work I would like to publish in a revised edition. I would like your company to republish it.


Yoonhwan stared blankly at the monitor, then took the mouse from Seoyul and checked the sender’s name.


―tls123.


* * *


For about the next thirty minutes, Seoyul and Yoonhwan argued heatedly.


“No matter how I think about it, I don’t get it. They’re offering to do this without getting anything in return?”

“We’re not going to reply right away, are we?”

“We should reply as fast as possible. It’ll be a problem if they suddenly change their mind.”


Letting out a light sigh, Yoonhwan rummaged through the desk, pulled out a vitamin drink, drank it, and sat back down in front of Jaehwan.


“Jaehwan, let’s summarize the situation first.”


True to his background as a former secretary of 「Rupture」, Yoonhwan organized the situation quickly.


To give the conclusion first, tls123’s proposal was this:


“Please publish a revised edition of ‘The World After the Fall.’”


That was the first point.


“And if our management company publishes the revised edition, tls123 will personally pay one hundred percent of all costs.”


That was the second.


Those two conditions alone were already extraordinary, but tls123 did not even ask for OSMU rights, in other words, the rights to secondary derivative works.


In other words, they were declaring that they would invest money in this work and receive absolutely nothing in return.


Seoyul asked uneasily, “Could this be illegal money or something? Who makes an offer like this?”

“Why would someone invest dirty money in us? If anything, they’d convert it into safe assets.”

“Then what exactly is this person after?”

“Maybe they’re a fan of Jaehwan.”

“No, that... I mean... no, well, I guess that’s possible...”


As Seoyul trailed off, Jaehwan shook his head.


“You don’t have to worry about my feelings.”


Honestly, even Jaehwan thought his novel was not an outstanding work. It was dull, too serious, its ideas were outdated, and its structure had been swallowed by its message. It was not even especially reader-friendly in form, so aside from a tiny handful of diehard readers, it was a novel that few had read all the way to the end.


Yoonhwan patted Jaehwan on the shoulder as he spoke.


“If there are a hundred readers, there are a hundred life-changing favorites. Anyway, this is a huge opportunity. For you, Jaehwan, and for us.”


For Yoonhwan and Seoyul, who were running a newly established management company, it was hard to refuse. Honestly, no sane person would make such a ridiculous offer.


And yet that offer had come.


“I don’t think it’d be bad to at least talk to them. It’s strange since there’s nothing in it for them at all, but still...”


That was when Yoonhwan’s smartphone vibrated.


―This is the advance payment.


Astonishingly, an advance had already been deposited into the management company account. At this point, it really stopped feeling like a joke.


Yoonhwan stared at the amount in the account for a long time, then turned the screen toward Jaehwan.


“Jaehwan. Let me ask you just this once.”

“...”

“I know how stressful it is to go back and rework something you wrote before. But this really is an incredible opportunity. The fact that they’re making this offer without asking for anything in return...”

“It’s not that there’s nothing in return.”


Jaehwan’s voice was calm.


He pointed to the postscript written at the bottom of the email.


―However, I do not want a revision that merely corrects typos or omissions. The revised edition must contain completely “new content.”


Adding content itself was not much of a problem. Jaehwan too had left out quite a few things while reconstructing his memories, and there had been times when he thought he would like to add more someday if he ever got the chance.


The problem was the sentence after that.


―There is no need to change the ending or the theme. However, there is content that absolutely must be included in the story. In the episode I specify, your novel must cross over with the Worldview of the novel I specify.


A Worldview crossover.


He had heard that writers who were close sometimes merged the Worldviews of their novels and worked together. But this was the first time a crossover proposal had come in like this.


Put simply, tls123’s condition was the following.


If he published a revised edition of ‘The World After the Fall,’ tls123 would provide the production costs and the advance royalties. In return, he had to do a “collaboration” with the novel tls123 wanted.


“What novel are they telling me to collaborate with? Are they asking for some kind of advertisement?”


It was not an especially pleasant proposal. Put another way, they were offering money and telling him to insert the content they wanted into the story. It was no different from taking advertising money to put in product placement.


But after checking the title of the “crossover novel” tls123 had proposed, Yoonhwan’s expression turned strange.


“Uh... this novel is...”


Yoonhwan opened the platform and found the novel tls123 had mentioned.


Jaehwan stared at the title as if he were glaring at an unknown life-form. It felt like a title he had heard somewhere before. He read the novel’s description.


―Only I know the ending of this world.


Jaehwan frowned.


This was obviously some regression novel.


“So all I have to do is advertise this novel?”

“Well, I don’t know if ‘advertise’ is the right word. Maybe if it were the other way around.”


Jaehwan looked at him as if asking what that meant, and Yoonhwan scratched his cheek awkwardly before answering.


“This one sold way better than your novel, Jaehwan.”


* * *


In the end, Jaehwan decided to accept tls123’s offer.


When he signaled that he was willing to agree to the contract, tls123 sent over the specific conditions.


―Please add one episode, and use some of that novel’s material.

―We will provide the material to be used.

―There is no need to read the novel. You only need to place the provided material appropriately.


The part about not needing to read the crossover novel was a relief. Putting his pride aside, it was not something he particularly wanted to do anyway.


In fact, he had roughly skimmed the first few chapters, and it was an irritating story about a reader who happened to be reading a novel with a single view count and then went on to thrive in an apocalypse world without much effort.


On top of that, the reader’s name was Kim Dokja. What kind of name was that? And the novel that guy was reading was a regression story. Just as Jaehwan had expected.


―Hey, you used to like regression novels. This worked out great!


Jaehwan glared at Yoonhwan like he was asking what kind of nonsense that was, then immediately began writing. He was already on a break from work anyway, and he had received the advance royalties. Once he had made up his mind, there was no reason to delay any further.


―So that is the decision you made, Jaehwan-gun.


Teacher encouraged Jaehwan’s choice over the phone as well.


―What Jaehwan-gun ultimately wishes to do may be something impossible through only a single story. In that sense, this proposal may not be a bad thing for Jaehwan-gun either.

―My account balance was just running low.

―Ha ha, Jaehwan-gun really is...


To make up for the mistakes in the first draft, Jaehwan listened to as many people’s opinions as possible. He listened to Professor Sakamoto and Teacher talk about their dreams, and sometimes referred to Yoonhwan and Seoyul’s advice as well. He also looked back through the notes that had come to him over the past six years.


Even around the time the materials had started to come together, Jaehwan thought the revision work would be over quickly.


Adding one episode should be easy enough.


Of course, that thought shattered completely by the seventh day of working on the revised edition.


In a way, writing a revised edition was more difficult and more frustrating than writing a new manuscript. The first draft he had written six years ago was a complete mess, full of holes here and there, but even so, it had somehow become a finished story.


A tower miraculously built by mending and remending ragged memories. A precarious game of Jenga in which pulling out one sentence wrong could bring the whole thing crashing down.


‘This is no joke.’


That did not mean he could simply rewrite every sentence from the beginning. No matter how flawed the work was, it was still the story he had lived.


But the longer he kept looking at that story, the more his confidence began to erode.


Was there really any meaning in sending this story back out into the world now?


His novel was no longer new. In the meantime, countless other stories had come out. Stories better than his own life, more astonishing, more filled with wonder.


The System had named his revolution trite and outdated.


Could a story like this really change the world?


He had kept writing steadily for six years, but he still was not a great novelist. His one strength was grit. The grit with which he had repeated Stab for ten years, for twenty.


Jaehwan remembered the day he had first practiced Stab.


It was a time when everyone tried to stop him, and some even laughed at him. Even now, Jaehwan had not forgotten the looks on their faces when the Stab he had honed pierced empty air, pierced monsters, and at last tore open even the ceiling of the Tower.


If only he had enough time, maybe someday he could write a good novel.


The problem was that he did not have that kind of time.


‘I will die.’


The System of this world had taken immortality away from humans. That made time a limited resource for him. He had no leisure to spend a hundred years or two hundred years repeating Stab, and Jaehwan knew that even if he trained his sentences that way, his sentences still would not be able to tear apart the world, or tear apart the universe.


Even so, if he could change even the world of just one person.


With that thought, Jaehwan took hold of the keyboard. He subjected his own sentences to Doubt, and wrote that Doubt into them. He sought Understanding in what he wrote, forgot that Understanding, and built new sentences again. He used one sentence as Proof for another, and repeated the work of Editing what he had proven.


As he wrote and wrote again, Jaehwan lived that life once more. He recreated memories he had forgotten and brought back time that had vanished. Within the sentences he wrote, Cheongheo, Karlton, Sirwen, and Runald fought together. They wept, or laughed.

As that kind of life continued, fatigue naturally piled up, and there were many days when he suddenly fell asleep in the middle of writing.


On nights when Jaehwan fell asleep at his desk, his even breathing quietly keeping time with the blinking cursor, he never noticed the faint sparks leaping above it.
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Every writer experiences moments of joy.


Moments when the pain of creation vanishes in an instant, and sentences pour forth as if they have been touched by divine inspiration. An experience of surrendering to some immense current, unable to tell whether I am writing the words or the words are writing me.


Just as running has “runner’s high,” every novelist experiences something similar at least once.


That was exactly what Jaehwan was going through now.


He was certain he had fallen asleep at his desk while writing, yet when he opened his eyes, an entire piece had somehow been completed.


「Episode 16. Metaverse.」


At first, he thought someone else might have written it for him. Yet judging by the vocabulary, sentence structure, and rough flow, it seemed he had written it himself after all.


It happened to be the section where he had been completely stuck, the part where he needed to use the material he had been commissioned to include.


The tower he had entered at the entrance to the 《Abyss》, Metaverse.


I did climb that tower back then.


As Jaehwan read through the cluttered sentences, old memories returned to him. He had not bothered to describe it in the first draft, but it was true that he had entered a tower called Metaverse at the entrance to the 《Abyss》.


Still, towers had appeared too often in the story, and he did not clearly remember the people he had met there or the stage itself, so he had omitted it.


I don’t know if an item like this really came out, though.


「Demon King of Salvation Kim Dokja Skin」


Even now, he did not remember much about what had happened at the entrance to the 《Abyss》. It had been right after he endured training through excessive time density in 《Chaos》. He had also spent two years wandering the passage to the 《Abyss》 after getting caught in Yu Seolha’s scheme, so he had hardly been in his right mind.


Jaehwan swallowed dryly and revised the sentences one at a time.


When he wrote about the dumplings Manri Shintong used to make for him, he suddenly became hungry and went to a convenience store to buy frozen king-sized dumplings. Chewing through the thick, dry wrappers, Jaehwan repeatedly erased and rewrote his sentences.


Well, this should be fine.


He had indirectly mentioned the material tls123 wanted him to include, so he had kept his promise with this alone.


Truthfully, he still did not understand it.


Who was tls123, and why had they made such a proposal?


And why had the author of the collaborative novel allowed this kind of collaboration with their own work?


He did not know.


All he could do now was write and erase one line at a time.


Jaehwan immersed himself in old memories again.


* * *


A month passed, then another two months.


Yoonhwan, who was handling the editing, came by from time to time to make troublesome remarks.


“Jaehwan, wouldn’t it be better to cut things like this? This part is honestly a little too... outdated.”


Jaehwan agreed with him. Still, he felt wronged.


Setting the content aside, all of those events had truly happened to him.


Even so, he accepted Yoonhwan’s advice and omitted certain parts, changing the way some characters spoke.


As a result, Cheongheo became a far more mild-mannered old man than Jaehwan remembered. Jaehwan wondered what the old man would say if he ever read this story. Then again, he probably would not believe Jaehwan was writing a novel in the first place.


“Jaehwan, let’s do this right. Who knows? It could even become a webtoon.”


“Have you even read my novel?”


Jaehwan glared at Yoonhwan as if telling him not to say such absurd things.


Some stories could become webtoons, and some could not. Jaehwan’s novel clearly belonged to the latter.


After all, Jaehwan had spent much of the 《Abyss》 arc nearly naked.


Yoonhwan said teasingly, “You never know what’ll happen, idiot. Who knows? Maybe in another universe, it’s already been adapted into a webtoon.”


Jaehwan imagined himself drawn as a webtoon character.


Naturally, he could not picture it very well.


Another month passed, and at last, the revised edition was complete.


* * *


That day, Jaehwan went out for the first time in a while. His destination was a bookstore.


“Sometimes, you need to get some fresh air to find good ideas. Jaehwan-gun, if you stare at a single story for too long, your mind will dull.”


If Teacher had not said that, he probably would not have gone outside.


The sky was clear, though clouds drifted through it. It truly was perfect weather for going out, just as Teacher had advised.


The day the 《Tower of Nightmares》 first appeared over Seoul had been weather like this too.


“To be honest, the sales aren’t very good. It’s an old novel, after all...”


As he listened to Yoonhwan’s call trying to comfort him, all Jaehwan could do was nod.


“Still, the reaction is not bad for an older work. You know the print version came out in bookstores today...”


Jaehwan roughly knew the situation.


His novel had never been close to current trends, and it was no longer first enough to be called a “strange novel.” The market had changed greatly since he first began writing fiction.


Now, not only were regression stories common, but anti-regression stories were common too. There were stories about rejecting regression, stories where everyone except the protagonist regressed, stories featuring regressors, body possessors, and Reincarnators all at once, stories about fighting regressors, and even stories where the protagonist became a Companion to the regressor they had fought moments earlier.


『Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint』.


Jaehwan looked at the cover of a web novel volume displayed on the shelf.


A man with an irritating-looking face was making a suitably dramatic expression on the cover.


After glaring at it for a while, Jaehwan felt as though he had once seen a man with a face similar to that cover in real life.


He put the book down and slowly looked around the bookstore.


The atmosphere was very different from when Jaehwan had first published web novels. Many of his friends who wrote literary fiction had entered this market, and researchers who no longer dismissed it as mere “snack culture” were writing serious papers about it.


Perhaps that was why so many newly published web novel volumes stood out on the shelves.


After looking around for some time, Jaehwan found his own novel at the edge of a display.


『The World After the Fall』.


He started toward it, then stopped without realizing it.


Someone was reading his novel.


It was a young girl with a short bob reaching her shoulders and clear eyes. She wore a mask, so he could not make out her face well. Even so, the moment Jaehwan saw her, he felt an inexplicable sense of familiarity.


It felt as though time had stopped very slowly.


The girl turned a page of the novel as if drawing back a thin curtain.


A part of his life was passing beneath her fingertips.


Her face changed with every page she turned.


She had a beauty mark near her eye like Mino. Yet after one page turned, she seemed to resemble Andersen for an instant. After another, she wore Sirwen’s expression. Or perhaps she did not resemble anyone at all.


The girl was serious. She was reading the ridiculous sentences he had written, his absurd life, with serious eyes. As though he truly lived on those pages. As though she believed that story certainly existed somewhere in this universe.


Jaehwan stood there for a long time, watching her.


How much time passed?


The girl suddenly seemed to remember something and checked the time on her smartphone. Then she left the book behind, called someone, and walked away.


Jaehwan looked at his book, left alone on the bookstore display.


A book still warm from someone reading it moments before.


The flap of the half-open book swayed helplessly. When the story no longer being read came to a stop there, Jaehwan’s time began moving again.


I guess it really won’t work.


He had known it, yet he could not help giving a bitter smile. Even knowing that what could not be helped could not be helped, accepting it was not easy. Still, it was time to truly accept it.


Jaehwan slowly took a deep breath and blinked. He told himself it was all right. He could start again. He could write sentences as if beginning Stabs again.


After all, the time left to him existed to prove his past life and the people who had certainly been there. They had lived there with him. They had fought the System with him and won in the end. Even if the System returned again, even if this universe shamelessly acted as though nothing had happened, even then...


Then Jaehwan saw something utterly unfamiliar.


The girl he thought had left had already returned to the display.


With a serious expression, she alternated between glaring at her wallet and the book, sighing once or twice. Then, as if making the greatest decision of her life, she grabbed the book and headed toward the register.


Jaehwan blankly watched her from behind.


If he could, he wanted to ask her.


Did that world truly exist?


He wanted to ask, even knowing it was a foolish question.


As he watched the girl carry away his life with light, fluttering steps, Jaehwan quietly realized something.


Perhaps he had written all those sentences until now just to experience this moment.


Still dazed, Jaehwan lowered his head. After hesitating for a moment, he bought a book.


『Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint』.


It was the book containing the material tls123 had asked him to write into his novel. He thought he should read it after all.


That was when the books on the display began shaking at once.


His vision swayed, then the floor rippled. People screamed and collapsed. Chilling alarms rang everywhere as emergency alerts arrived on their phones. Yet no one had time to read them.


People clung to the floor as if crawling, crying out.


“What...”


“Everyone evacuate! Quickly!”


People ran toward the exit all at once, while others, overcome with panic, hid beneath nearby tables. Yet this was not a disaster that could be avoided by hiding under a table.


Rumble.


The floor split apart in black cracks, and the ceiling began to collapse. People who failed to escape in time fell into the cracks and vanished without a trace. Falling steel beams twisted tables apart and crushed people’s arms and legs.


What was this?


Jaehwan hurriedly looked around.


In the distance, the girl holding his novel staggered.


The child was limping toward the exit, blood running down her shin as if she had injured her leg.


Among the people running while shoving one another aside, Jaehwan saw her fall.


Then.


Rumble.


With another violent tremor, concrete from the ceiling fell toward the girl. Jaehwan moved on instinct. He threw himself forward, wrapped the girl in his arms, and rolled across the floor as black dust rose around them.


For one instant, the screams in the chaos disappeared.


“Are you all right?”


The girl in his arms also seemed unconscious from the impact.


His arms and legs screamed as they bore the weight of the concrete with a cracking sound. His muscles swelled as though they would burst, and breathing became harder and harder.


He took out his smartphone and called 119. The call went through, but no one answered.


Countless thoughts ran through his mind in an instant. Too many people must have called. An ambulance would come. Someone would come to save them.


“...The earthquake that occurred in Gwanghwamun, Seoul...”


Jaehwan finally checked the emergency alert and shouted with all his strength.


“Is anyone there?”


No answer came from the pitch-black darkness.


It was as though every living thing had been wiped out by that single earthquake.


Could a disaster like this happen so suddenly?


Could the 《Tower of Nightmares》 have appeared?


Jaehwan held the girl close and endured the collapsing steel beams.


No, that was not it. Thinking about it...


He had only been lucky until now. The 「First Nightmare」 was a place where something like this could happen at any time.
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A place where planes could suddenly fall from the sky, houses could vanish beneath landslides, tidal waves could sweep in and overflow, and volcanic eruptions could trigger massive earthquakes.


His life could end at any moment. He might die in a traffic accident today or be struck by a falling sign tomorrow.


And perhaps today, he was fated to die beneath this reinforced concrete.


Jaehwan exhaled and wiped the blood running down his forehead. He steadied his breathing, then pushed against the reinforced concrete with all his strength.


He had to get out somehow. If nothing else, he had to save this girl.


But the concrete would not budge.


He was powerless. In the 《Tree of Illusion》 where he had lived, humans could become anything through effort. If only he could use a Skill, if only he could perform a Stab, he could have shattered this chunk of concrete with ease.


But Jaehwan in this nightmare was an ordinary human.


He was not a superhuman, a god, or a Lord. He was only a human capable of writing a single sentence that could change nothing.


Ten minutes passed. Then twenty. Breathing grew harder and harder. It felt as though there was less oxygen around him than before.


He could not bring himself to believe anyone would come to save them.


He could tell from the scale of the earthquake alone. If a massive underground bookstore had collapsed, the entire area must have been devastated. Even if someone came to rescue them, it would take a long time to dig them out from beneath the rubble.


He would quietly die in this cramped space.


Jaehwan tried several times to wake the unconscious girl, then gave up.


When he twisted his body slightly, the concrete rubble creaked and settled lower, pressing down on his shoulder. Even so, he thought he could endure that much weight for another hour or two.


The cracked screen of his smartphone flickered weakly. He tried every possible way to call for help, but the phone could not find a signal at all.


As he struggled for breath and looked around, he saw books scattered across the floor.


At least there will be enough to read until I die.


With weary eyes, Jaehwan looked down at the books and picked one up to read. He wanted to forget the pain in his shoulder.


By coincidence, it was the very novel Jaehwan had planned to buy earlier.


One page, then two.


Jaehwan slowly turned the pages. Even knowing this might be the last story he ever read, he kept turning them.


Just as he expected, it was an absurd novel. A novel that one person alone had read became reality, and its sole reader struggled through destruction until the end.


A novel becomes reality.


A laugh suddenly escaped him through his fading consciousness.


The course of the story was different, but perhaps this novel was ultimately telling the story he had wanted to tell.


This world was the 「First Nightmare」.


Every story in this world was nothing more than delusion. But if everyone in this nightmare dreamed of the same thing, if they believed it was true, then at least that world became real somewhere beyond this universe.


The 「First Nightmare」 could be changed simply because it was true. This nightmare, too, was ultimately just a delusion granted authority.


Jaehwan had come this far with such a naive thought, only to realize how naive it had been.


No matter what, death was reality.


Whether this place was the First Nightmare or not, he would dream a long dream within this nightmare and die.


The strength in the shoulder holding up the concrete was slowly giving out.


This is it.


Jaehwan accepted the end of this story.


Then he looked at the girl’s face one last time.


He began piling books nearby to bear the concrete’s weight in his place. At a glance, the stack of books looked like a crude tower. Books that would protect the girl in his place, even if he lost consciousness.


When the pile finally reached the concrete rubble, a vibration echoed from somewhere.


Another earthquake?


Then faint sparks rose from the cover of the last book he had stacked. Jaehwan’s eyes widened in surprise.


As if by magic, the concrete rubble before him split apart.


The concrete scattered as though it were a sky torn open by a Stab.


The weight crushing his shoulder vanished, and his view opened up. Beyond the pitch-black darkness was something like a light bulb, shining with brilliant white radiance.


[Baat.]


A man stood beyond the light.


The moment he saw him, Jaehwan remembered a conversation with Yoonhwan. They had spoken of how, in another universe, his story might have become a webtoon.


That was exactly how it felt. In that unreal moment, Jaehwan felt as though he had stepped into a panel of a webtoon.


“The lines between worlds have finally connected. Is the revision complete?”


He thought he heard the man say something like that.


Looking closer, the light floating beside the man was a cotton-candy-shaped life-form. Faced with such a bizarre sight, Jaehwan could not gather his wits.


Only then did he notice the man’s clothing.


A pitch-black coat and black combat boots.


It felt familiar. Jaehwan had seen this man somewhere before.


The man looked down at Jaehwan with indifferent eyes, then spoke to the glowing cotton candy beside him.


“Biyoo.”


The cotton candy flew over with a baat sound, hovered above Jaehwan and the girl, then scattered something like powder. When the finely ground, graphite-like dust touched their wounds, Jaehwan’s and the girl’s injuries began healing at once.


Jaehwan wanted to ask.


Who are you? What is this?


“Our worldline has a similar structure.”


[Baat.]


“But it is far more desperate and lonely. A world that assumes an enemy no one can ever defeat alone, then repeats an eternal struggle.”


He did not understand what that meant, but for some reason, it felt as though his chest were being torn apart.


The man looked at Jaehwan again.


“So that is the Lord Slayer.”


Jaehwan wanted to ask how the man knew that nickname. But his voice would not come out.


His arm and shoulder were trembling. Before his mind could even recognize it, his body had already understood.


The ominous power flowing from the man before him.


Jaehwan knew what that power was.


An Unique World.


There was no mistake. The man before him was an Awakened One.


“He is far too different from what I heard. Do you really think someone this weak will be useful?”


[Baat.]


“Has the story not been updated yet? Begin, Biyoo.”


[Baat! Baaat!]


Brilliant light spread out from the cotton candy.


A moment later, something changed within Jaehwan’s body.


Power slowly welled up around his heart.


A desperately familiar, aching sensation slowly colored his body.


Just as he had when Karlton helped him receive World Force from the residents of 《Chaos》, Jaehwan felt World Force sent by someone else springing up throughout his body.


His breathing gradually steadied. When he slowly blinked, a golden Ouroboros pattern appeared over his eyes.


He did not know why, but the power he once used was returning.


The first thing to return was 「Doubt」.


“Who are you?”


The next was 「Understanding」.


“And... who has been talking in my ear this whole time?”


Jaehwan stared into the darkness around him and sensed the sentence that described it. Beyond that sentence, he felt a gaze watching him. He sensed another sentence describing that gaze, and beyond that sentence, the distant existence of you who watched him.


At that moment, Jaehwan instinctively understood what was happening.


He thought of Sakamoto’s parallel universe and remembered Teacher’s words. He imagined a universe existing simultaneously with his own.


Just as he had desperately imagined 「The World After the Fall」, he imagined an unknown existence on the other side of an unfamiliar universe, an existence that might be imagining him. He imagined a Follower whose face he did not even know.


Jaehwan knew it was an absurd delusion. But what if that delusion could occur simultaneously? What if, just as this side imagined that universe, that side was imagining this universe at the same time?


Jaehwan muttered in a hollow yet relieved voice.


“So it was only possible with help from another universe...”


The man’s voice reached him.


“There are things that cannot be changed alone. It took me a long time to realize that too.”


Jaehwan looked into the man’s face. Only now could he see it clearly. He knew simply by looking at him.


That man had come from a universe other than the 《Tree of Illusion》.


He could see traces of the Unique World flowing around the man. That Unique World spoke to him.


[A fable, ‘Hellscape of Eternity,’ bares its fangs at you.]


But unlike before, he did not freeze.


The man before him was among the strongest enemies Jaehwan had ever faced, yet he did not think he would lose.


His heart pounded fiercely, and World Force began flowing through his entire body. He felt as though he could perform a Stab at any moment. Without realizing it, Jaehwan moved his hand toward his waist.


Then.


Hummm.


To his surprise, his broken Dokbul was there.


It did not seem able to speak yet, but it was undeniably Dokbul. The sword that had endured a damned ten billion years with him. The very sword containing the sealed demonic species Beastrein.


The man watched Jaehwan silently before speaking.


“It seems the fable has spread quite far. It already appears to have surpassed the Mythical Constellation level.”


[Baaat!]


The cotton candy floating above the man’s shoulder bounced excitedly.


Jaehwan asked them again.


“I will ask again. Who are you? Are you gods? Or Lords?”


“We do not belong to your universe.”


“Did you cause the earthquake?”


“We are not the cause. The timing merely happened to overlap. We have no intention of destroying your world.”


“Why did you come here?”


A cold voice escaped him without his realizing it. He was grateful they had saved him, but judging by their appearance and everything else, they did not seem to have come to his world with good intentions.


The man frowned as though Jaehwan’s attitude was absurd.


“I went to all the trouble of saving you, and you do not even thank me.”


“Because you will demand a greater price than saving me from now on.”


The man watched Jaehwan for a moment, then turned to the cotton candy. He said something incomprehensible.


“Does that guy only pick books with protagonists like this?”


The cotton candy burst into giggles.


Jaehwan asked, “That guy?”


“It is nothing. More importantly... fine. I will be honest.”


The man withdrew the pressure flowing from his body.


“I need your help, Lord Slayer Jaehwan.”


“Help?”


“There is a world you must destroy.”


Hearing those words, Jaehwan slowly steadied his breathing.


A world he had to destroy.


Dokbul, gripped tightly in his hand, let out a low hum.


When he closed his eyes, countless questions briefly came to mind. When he opened them again, only one remained.


“In this universe...”


As always, it was the only question he could ask.


Jaehwan lowered his head without realizing it and asked, “Does a next floor still exist?”


He did not ask because he expected the man to understand. Jaehwan simply could not ask any other question.


The man replied, “I do not know what you mean, but... there probably is not anything like a ‘next floor’ in this universe.”


It was the answer he had expected.


Come to think of it, he had always asked the same question and heard the same answer.


Everyone had told him the same thing.


There was no next floor in this world.


Then the man said something unexpected.


“But there may be a ‘next story.’”


“What?”


“I do not know exactly what your question means, but one thing is certain. Your story does not end here.”


Jaehwan slowly raised his head.


As though he had been waiting to hear those words all along.


Soon, Jaehwan looked up at the ceiling of the building, stained with pitch-black cracks.


There was no next floor in this universe.


Jaehwan understood what the man meant.


The idea of a next floor could only exist when there was a higher floor. But just as the 《Tree of Illusion》 had been, a universe was not a simple tower.


A world with no known beginning or end. Could there be an end to everything in such a world?


Was this universe truly a world where destruction was possible?


“At least this is not the end.”


To bring about destruction in this universe meant acknowledging that destruction did not exist.


To doubt the world he faced, understand it, forget the self that had adapted to it, establish a Hypothesis again, prove it, and edit it. To walk into that distant process of destruction.


Jaehwan stabbed toward the ceiling with all his strength. A deafening crash followed as a round hole opened in the ceiling, allowing brilliant rays of light to pour through.


An exit leading to a world other than this one.


Carrying the girl on his back, Jaehwan stood beside the man at the passage leading aboveground. The moment he stood there, Jaehwan realized.


「The World After the Fall」 had not yet come.


Therefore.


“Lead the way.”


His destruction was not over yet.


Footnotes:





Side Story — The World Before the Fall
Over the dry earth, Cheongheo’s sword moved like a brush. Its distinctive strokes were both delicate and grand. Whenever the sword-tip traced lines in every direction, form was born from nothingness.

Perhaps it was because he had grown old.

Every time he swung his sword, his breath came hard. His fingertips trembled faintly.

At the end of that trembling, a man’s face blossomed.

Cheongheo softly murmured his name.




“Hmm.”




The name simply would not stick to the man’s face.

Cheongheo erased the face, then swung his sword once more. Adding further strokes, he redrew the man’s face. Or rather, he stopped midway through.




“I… can’t remember.”




Since the man had always been taciturn, most of Cheongheo’s memories with him were shrouded in silence.

What he remembered were brief conversations. Fleeting expressions. The air of that day, when they thrust and swung their swords back to back.




“You little brat.”




He drew steadfast eyes and a pronounced nose. Still, it did not please him.




“Did he look like this?”




He tried drawing him this way and that, but the more sword strokes he added, the farther the image seemed to drift from Jaehwan’s form.




“Bah.”




Once more, he thought of the boy.

He recalled the boy’s thrusts, and the slash he himself had taught him. He imagined the boy’s merciless sword-tip cutting down lords and tearing gods apart.

The emotion he felt whenever he thought of him remained so vivid, yet cruelly, the boy’s face only grew fainter.




“How could this be?”




Cheongheo stared down at his hand, which had grown noticeably older.




“Am I getting dementia?”




With a light sigh, Cheongheo began swinging his sword again.

*

“Old man, your ‘Deadman Slash’ isn’t what it used to be.”




Cheongheo frowned at Runald’s sarcasm and retorted.




“What do you know about slashing?”

“I can tell Lord Jaehwan’s nose is crooked, that’s for sure.”




Runald twitched his lips as he looked at Jaehwan’s crooked nose, drawn in the air.




“You don’t need to save anyone anymore, so why do you keep practicing Deadman Slash?”




At those words, Cheongheo looked up at the sky. Runald looked at the same sky. At the far edge of that clear expanse, Runald knew what scene Cheongheo was imagining.

With that sky held in his retinas, which were slowly turning transparent, Cheongheo thought of someone.




“That brat left as he pleased. Who’s to say he won’t come falling from the sky again as he pleases?”




Might he smash through that sky and appear again, just as he did the day he turned his back on this world and left?

Might the day come when he, unable to endure the curse of time, falls with the collapsing sky, and Cheongheo’s ‘Deadman Slash’ becomes meaningful once more?




“Even a Jaehwan with a slightly crooked nose would be fine, if only he would come back…….”




As if something had suddenly occurred to him, Runald took a small music box from his robes. When he wound it, an old prayer drifted up into the sky.

Watching the prayer, Cheongheo muttered sourly.




“I can fix that measly nose with Deadman Slash.”




Ten years had already passed since Jaehwan defeated 「Big Brother」. A New World had opened and the system had collapsed, but Jaehwan had not returned.

As they waited for Jaehwan to return, each member of the group missed him in their own way. Cheongheo practiced Deadman Slash, Runald wound the music box, and Carlton recited strange ordinances.




“Gorgon Special Act, Article 1, Clause 1. The Castle Lord is alive.”

“Brother Carlton, there isn’t a Gorgon Fortress anymore.”




At that, people would chuckle.

Someone would chide them, asking how many times they had already had that conversation and saying that even the people trapped in 〈Epoche〉 did not repeat the same words so often.

Runald looked up at the sky with a deliberately bland smile.

The sky after 「Big Brother」 had vanished. To those who had never been able to see 「Big Brother」 in the first place, it was the same sky as ever.




“Old man, has the real world truly changed for the better?”




A question he had asked countless times.

Even so, Runald repeated the question once more, unable to keep from asking it again. Just as Jaehwan had never stopped thrusting.




“Do the things we did, the things Jaehwan did…… still have meaning?”




Perhaps the world had not changed all that much.

Except that ‘aging’ had resumed and ‘death’ had come to all living things—the world still went on much as it had in the days when the ‘system’ existed.

People still craved strength, envied one another, and sometimes harmed one another. They took up weapons for their desires and did whatever it took to obtain what they wanted.

Of course, not everyone was like that.




“Hmm, who can say?”




There were also people who cherished one another and treasured their time together all the more as death drew near.




“I don’t know whether I’ll live long enough to find out.”

“Good grief, there you go saying unlucky things again!”




Everyone is given the same ‘once,’ yet no one spends that ‘once’ in the same way.

And Cheongheo had just decided how to use what little remained of his own ‘once.’

*

“That bastard’s face? Why are you asking me?”




Cheongheo replied to Yu Seolha’s grumbling.




“Come on, tell me. You’re younger than I am, so you must remember more, right?”

“By human years, I’m a grandmother too, you know. More importantly, why do you want to know what that bastard looked like?”




Instead of answering, Cheongheo drew a line in midair.

Yu Seolha pouted.




“A new hobby? I hear drawing is good for dementia, too.”




Even as she teased him mischievously, Yu Seolha never took her eyes off the sword-strokes Cheongheo was drawing. What was she thinking as she watched the strokes build, line by line? With a groan, Yu Seolha began to speak.

Her story moved from the face of Jaehwan as she remembered it to his manner, his voice, and old memories.

With every sentence she added, Cheongheo’s drawing gained depth.

At last, when the story ended, Cheongheo chuckled and said,




“You remember him remarkably well.”

“It was him, after all. Who wouldn’t remember?”

“Why didn’t you confess to him?”




Dodging the lightning bolts raining down from Yu Seolha’s chain sickle, Cheongheo continued searching for the next person with memories of Jaehwan.




“Runald. Have you felt any changes through the link?”

“If there were, I’d have told you by now.”

“The link is still intact, right?”

“I don’t know. It feels like it’s connected, but it also feels like it isn’t. Even I’m no longer sure.”




Runald. Jaehwan’s only devotee in this world. Even that boy was gradually forgetting Jaehwan as time passed.




“These days, I can’t remember Jaehwan’s face very well either.”

“It’s only been ten years.”

“Ten years isn’t ‘only’ ten years to a mortal.”




Perhaps he was afraid another span of time that was anything but ‘only’ would slip away. Runald began chattering away.

And it was not only Runald. Those who heard that Cheongheo was drawing Jaehwan’s face came to him one by one, without waiting for Cheongheo to seek them out.




“I’m telling you, that’s not it! The Jaehwan I remember……”

“Weren’t his eyebrows thicker than that?”

“His thighs were thicker.”

“Girl, when did you get a look at that?”




This was their small festival in the world Jaehwan had left behind.

They think of Jaehwan and miss him. They recall the words he left behind and remember the things they said to him. As if competing over who had influenced Jaehwan more, they pour out stories without pause.

By the time they had poured out so much that they felt there was nothing left to say, they picked up their beers.




“To the goddamn world after the fall!”




Now that they could get drunk, they drank, their fading memories serving as bar snacks.

They would go on forgetting Jaehwan. Amid the fated oblivion, they would live in the world after the fall that he had left behind. Some laughed, some cried, and all of them thought of the same person.

They feared that this moment would not last forever. And yet, at the same time, this moment alone was the only blessing left to them.




“You know it too, Master.”




One day, a drunken Yu Seolha said,




“You can draw that all day, every day, but he isn’t coming back.”




Her face flushed with drink, Yu Seolha soon turned to the others and began pointing at them.




“You lot. How long are you going to make the old man waste his life? What meaning is there in any of this?”

“Seolha. There isn’t a person here who doesn’t know that.”




There is something everyone knows but no one says.

But she was an Awakener. She was the sort of person who could not rest easy unless she spoke aloud the things others turned away from.




“That’s why I’m saying we should put an end to this shitty gathering already…….”




Yu Seolha slumped face-first across the table. The others looked at her with pity or once again downed the liquor before them.

The struggle not to fall into despair sometimes drags people into even deeper despair. Even so, that struggle was the only thing they could do in the face of despair.




“After living for so long, I thought I had finally found life.”




Supporting the drunken Yu Seolha, Cheongheo smiled with hollow eyes.




“Now that I have found life, I understand even less what life is.”

*

The group held gatherings less and less often. Their efforts to find Jaehwan, however, continued. 

Most joined the investigation party led by Sirwen and searched for Jaehwan. They searched for traces of the ‘First Nightmare’ or investigated the area of sky near where he had disappeared.

And so a year passed, then two more.

As the years passed, Cheongheo gradually grew old. Wielding a sword became difficult, and it grew harder for him to get around. His vision kept growing dimmer, and he spent more and more time staring blankly ahead.

Cheongheo realized he did not have much time left to live.




“In the end, I couldn't finish it.”




In the end, he could not complete Jaehwan's face. More precisely, he came to feel that he should not complete it.

The day would come when no one remembered Jaehwan. When that day came, people would see the faceless Jaehwan he had painted. And imagining that man without a face, they would wonder who he had been.




“You're here.”




At Cheongheo's words, the door to the sickroom opened. Sirwen stood there, wearing a surly expression.




“You're still alive?”

“Did you get my message?”

“Yeah.” 

“Did you bring what I asked for?”




Sirwen let out a light sigh and frowned.




“What made you think that all of a sudden?”

“I came to think that Seolha was right.”

“What are you talking about?”




After a brief pause, Cheongheo spoke as he gazed at the unfinished painting.




“People of later generations will chatter on and on about that painting. They'll think I had a reason for leaving its face blank—that it was intentional.”




Sirwen studied the painting closely, then asked,




“Wasn't that intentional?”

“If I declare the painting finished as it is, then it will be intentional.”

“You mean you want to keep painting? From what I can see……”

“Do you think that painting is enough?”




Sirwen hesitated for a moment, then nodded.




“You've worked hard enough.”

“…….”

“Stop working on that painting now. You know it too. Some stories take on new meaning precisely because they remain unfinished.”

“That may be true of stories. But this is my life.”




Cheongheo went on.




“As you said, someone may think that painting is fine as it is. They may think it right to lay down the sword and mourn that fellow they can no longer see.”

“…….”

“But if I were going to stop like that, I would never have painted it in the first place.”

“Hey.”

“Even if the finished work is ugly, shouldn't I paint it through to the end?”




Sirwen did not answer.




“Sirwen, with your tower, it can be done.”




Perhaps this was the wrong choice. As so many people said, perhaps letting go of life and departing quietly was the true way to mourn.

Even so, Cheongheo could not abandon hope. The nearer death drew, the more he found himself returning to the same thought over and over like a child.




“Creating towers that can be cultivated is forbidden now.”




He thought of the path Jaehwan had walked. He thought of the man who, after passing through six stages of Awakening, must have seen the end of the world beyond that sky.




“It isn't cultivation.”




Cheongheo gazed at the Unique World rippling around him.

「Unique World」, Murim (Martial World).

He had created this Unique World out of longing for his homeland.




“I'm merely trying to open a new world one last time.”




What if he let go of this world?

And what if he could once again pass through 「Doubt」, 「Understanding」, 「Self-Forgetfulness」, 「Hypothesis」, and 「Proof」, and walk to the very end of the path Jaehwan had reached?




“You're too old now.”




Perhaps he could meet that fellow one more time.




“Tsk. Do you dream demons have no respect for the elderly?”

“I'm older than you, you know.”

“It's my final wish.”




Grumbling, Sirwen pulled a small tower from inside her clothes.




“Here it is. I don't know if you'll like it.”




Cheongheo looked for a moment at the tower's strangely familiar appearance, then spoke.




“When I die, seal my soul inside that tower.”

“There's a limit to evading death that way. Souls wear down with time too, and eventually perish.”

“I know.”

“Even if you break this tower and climb out, you can't go to 《Chaos》 or 《Abyss》. You know that too, don't you?”

“I know.”

“More importantly, once you enter the tower, neither I nor anyone else will be able to contact you. I've set the time ratio to its maximum, so you'll spend an unfathomably long time alone.”

“I know that too.”

“Why go that far?”

“Because he did it too.”




Sirwen let out a deep sigh.




“Of course you would.”

“Keep it secret from the others.”




A month later, Cheongheo's funeral was held.

*

The moment he closed his eyes, Cheongheo felt his soul being drawn somewhere. He had experienced a similar sensation once before.

The day a tower first appeared in his world—'Murim.'




[Entry complete.]




The sight of the first-floor lobby spread out before his eyes.

Sirwen's voice buzzed in his ear.




―Take care.




“Thank you.”




By now, his funeral was probably being held outside the tower.

His body would vanish, and after a brief period of mourning, people would set out once more in search of Jaehwan.

Cheongheo looked around with a hollow expression.

This Tower of Nightmares was the very tower whose ceiling Jaehwan had once broken through to emerge into 《Chaos》.




Tower of Nightmares, 《Fortress of Regret》.




Cheongheo slowly stepped forward and began climbing the tower.

To set aside the unique world he had built up over the years and begin again from the first stage of Awakening. To follow the path Jaehwan had walked before him.

The first thing he had to accomplish was ‘ten billion slashes.’

*

Once, twice, three times, four times.

Time passed swiftly as his slashes accumulated.




Ten years, twenty years…….




Cheongheo went on slashing, his senses kept under absolute control. With merciless rigor and diligence, he drove his soul onward so harshly that he could no longer feel boredom. Just as Jaehwan had done—or perhaps with the resolve to surpass even Jaehwan.




Fifty years, sixty years…….




Then one day, as he slashed and slashed again, Cheongheo felt a shudder run through his entire body.

At last, he had reached the first stage of Awakening once more: 「Doubt」.




Now it really begins.




Cheongheo stared into the empty air for a moment, his eyes full of emotion, then resumed slashing.

*

After another hundred years had passed, Cheongheo began to feel as though the corners of his soul were gradually wearing away.

It was unmistakably different from training in the tower with Jaehwan or the other companions from Chaos. A chill of loneliness that stole over him without warning, despite his absolute control of his senses.

What could be happening outside the tower? What had become of the people he remembered by now?




Two hundred years, three hundred years.




Merciless time passed.

He endured that time thanks to the tower's rewards. With each floor he climbed, memories replayed as rewards.




The day he first met Jaehwan in Chaos.

The day they competed in thrusting and slashing.

The day they brought Mino back to life, and Jaehwan became the lord of Gorgon Fortress…….




Perhaps these memories were a small kindness Sirwen had left behind for Cheongheo, who would climb the tower alone.

Watching the memories over and over, Cheongheo continued up the tower.

His slashing never ceased.




And so a thousand years passed.




To doubt and understand the world anew. As he repeated the process of Awakening Jaehwan had undergone, Cheongheo gradually drew closer to the loneliness Jaehwan must have felt.

At last, Cheongheo once again stood before the fourth stage of Awakening― 「Hypothesis」.

Just as when he first Awakened, Cheongheo again failed to properly bring his unique world to fruition.




“So I can't do it after all.”




Perhaps it was only natural. Unlike the days when he had brought 「Murim」 to fruition as his unique world, he now had no enemy to face.

There was no system to destroy, no god or monarch to surpass.

Yet failing to Awaken his unique world did not mean his training had made no progress.

As proof, Cheongheo could now wield Jaehwan's ‘World Stab’ as a slash.

As he watched the blade cut through space, Cheongheo suddenly wanted to draw Jaehwan's face.




Could he draw Jaehwan's face now?




Now that he had become even a little like that guy, could he perhaps draw that guy's likeness into his unique world?

Cheongheo slowly drew Jaehwan. He drew his hands, arms, legs, and torso.




“Ah.”




But though he had drawn every other part, he still could not draw Jaehwan's face properly.

Why? Why could he still not draw the face?

A bushy beard was reflected in his dust-caked blade. Cheongheo casually shaved it off, then looked at his face in the blade. Perhaps because he had used the same sword for too long, his reflection in its worn surface was as indistinct as Jaehwan's face.

*

Cheongheo went on drawing Jaehwan's face. Resolved not to stop until the face of Jaehwan he longed for appeared, until he could sketch that moment from life, he continued swinging his sword.




Five thousand years.




He reached the tower's final floor. The memories that had replayed over and over ceased to function.

Like a madman, he drew only one face.




Ten thousand years.




And drew, and drew again.

Having forgotten even why he had entered the tower, he devoted himself solely to drawing the face.

He could no longer tell how much more time had passed. Twenty thousand years? Thirty thousand? Perhaps a hundred thousand years, or even a million, had gone by.

Cheongheo laughed like a madman.




“Why can't I draw it?”




Are mortal humans incapable of even properly remembering another person?

Cheongheo was tired. His heart had worn thin, his emotions had eroded. His soul had reached its limit.

One day, after drawing and redrawing that face hundreds of millions—perhaps billions—of times, Cheongheo sensed death approaching once more.




Sirwen had been right.




He should not have entered the tower. He should have left Jaehwan's face blank and brought this whole story to a beautiful end.

Then he would not have come to such an ugly end.

Cheongheo gradually lost track of what he was drawing.

He believed he was drawing Jaehwan's face, but the face that emerged was different every time. Sometimes it resembled Runald's face, sometimes Yu Seolha's, sometimes Sirwen's, and sometimes his own.

Or perhaps it resembled something other than a face.

That nameless face was looking at Cheongheo.

It was asking him.

Why was he so obsessed with the being called Jaehwan? Why did he so desperately want to meet him?




“I…….”




Confronted with the question he should have faced long ago, Cheongheo stammered. Unable to put it into words, he added one more stroke with his sword instead.

A sword stroke of destruction cleaved the empty air. A landscape was taking shape across the vacant ceiling.

Brilliant light streamed from his entire body. It was the light of a leap into a new realm of Awakening.

Yet at the same time, Cheongheo's body was slowly crumbling away.




―He did not know his true name. The youngest son of a fallen scholarly family. When the family's property was confiscated and its members scattered in the upheaval at court, he, still an infant, was entrusted to Master Baekgyeol (白潔先生), a guest of the family.




Memories streamed past like a revolving lantern.




―A child with blue, hollow eyes.




The scent of his old homeland. The voice of the master who had first taken him in.




―Are you Master Baekgyeol's disciple?




The wound he suffered on the day he faced his lifelong nemesis.




―W-what on earth is that? What's a tower doing in the Heavenly Demon Tomb……!




The day he discovered the tower rising in Murim.




―Just a little farther. Just a little farther up, and we'll be there. Huyu! Mugeuk! We're almost there!




Memories of the companions who had climbed the Tower with him.




―Starting today, I am your teacher.




The day he first taught the children of the Rupture. And then.




―The Abyss Expedition ends here.




People brutally trampled beneath the wall known as a Lord. Memories of a thousand years spent with their very existence denied. Before that ancient history, Cheongheo finally faced his question once more.

Why was he trying to paint Jaehwan?

He already knew the answer.




―Kid. Do you really intend to challenge it?




The man who had returned both him—after the Abyss Expedition's defeat had driven him to a despair deeper than anyone's—and his world, long since destroyed, to the time before its fall. 




―Do you think I can do it?




This was my destruction. What was yours?




In the end, the painting Cheongheo completed was not of Jaehwan's face.

What he had painted was his own back, swallowed by pitch-black darkness where even the stars had closed their eyes.




“To paint this…….”




And yet, the moment he faced that back, Cheongheo knew whom his painted self was looking at.

Cheongheo let out a hollow laugh and murmured. Within the pitch-black darkness was the face he had ultimately failed to paint.

Some beings become clearer still through their absence. Perhaps what mattered was not what one painted, but what one did not paint.

Clutching his sword in a hand that was losing strength, Cheongheo began to paint over it one last time.




Creation.




Brilliant light streamed from his entire body, illuminating his new world.




“Show me again.”




Resolved to paint the whole world except for Jaehwan, Cheongheo continued to move his sword.




“The world after the fall.”




If this is the 「World After the Fall」, and that means I cannot see you again, then why not paint a world that can fall once more?

Driven by that obsession alone, Cheongheo continued cutting. Imagining Jaehwan watching him from the end of the painting—the point where the gaze came to rest—he swung his sword in one final strike.

With a deafening roar, his final sword stroke exploded against the ceiling. He heard the Tower collapsing. As the world crumbled, the force anchoring his soul was vanishing.

Even as death drew near, Cheongheo smiled.

Amid the crumbling scenery, Cheongheo dreamed one final dream. It was a dream of the world before its destruction. A world rife with absurdity, with a sky that had to be shattered.




It was a dream of swinging his sword alongside Jaehwan once more in that world.




His memories scatter amid the sensation of space-time warping. Death comes for him—a death against which skills, the system, and Awakening are useless.

Cheongheo accepted that death. At last, it was time to let go of everything. Time for him, too, to become clear through absence.

But why?

As time passed, his consciousness grew clearer. When he opened his eyes again, Cheongheo realized he had not died.

Before him stretched an unfamiliar landscape.




He was outside the ‘Tower.’




Where was this?

Chaos…… or the Abyss?

Had he emerged into the New World again?

Or had his painting truly become reality?

The moment he looked up at the pitch-black sky awash with starlight, Cheongheo knew instinctively.




「This is not the 《Tree of Illusion》.」




There was a boy on a hill beneath the falling starlight.

Cheongheo murmured, his voice barely working.




Kid, is that you?




But the boy who turned around was not Jaehwan. A boy far paler and more slender than Jaehwan.

Just then, a fragment of ceiling drifted through the air before the boy. He gathered the floating fragments one by one and fitted them together, then regarded the completed painting as though admiring it.

Then he gave a brief assessment.




“A dreadful Fable.”




Cheongheo stared at the boy, dumbfounded.

What did he just say?




“Did you paint this?”




When Cheongheo nodded, the boy asked,




“Why is this person thrusting at empty air with that expression on his face?”




Cheongheo's eyes widened.




“Who is this person?”




The boy could see him. The figure of the only man Cheongheo had not painted stood out clearly to him.

Cheongheo approached the boy. When he reached the edge of the hill where the boy sat, the boy made room beside him, as if inviting him to sit.

Cheongheo sat beside the boy and said,




“That guy.”




He continued in a trembling voice.




“He hates regression with a passion.”




Then the boy said,




“Someone I know does nothing but regress, every single time.”

“He does nothing but regress?”




The two spoke for a while. Though they did not even know each other's names, they spoke of the person each knew best.

Of the man who hated regression more than anyone, and the man who had spent his whole life regressing.

For a long while, they talked about the worlds those men had destroyed.




“But what were you doing here?”

“I was dreaming.”

“A dream?”

“A dream of the world's destruction.”

“Then does that mean this world has not yet been destroyed?”




The boy nodded.

Cheongheo looked up at the sky of a world that had not yet been destroyed.

A sky stained with indifferent starlight.

Gazing at that dazzling sky, Cheongheo asked,




“What is this world called?”

“《Star Stream》.”




Star Stream.

Cheongheo repeated the name to himself, then said,




“A fine name for destruction.”




Then the boy laughed.




“I think so too.”

“May I watch the destruction here with you?”




The boy nodded, and Cheongheo slowly lay back, facing the sky and breathing heavily.

With a soft thud, a faint breeze stirred.

In the distance, a meteor like a thrust was streaking off somewhere.
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